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C H A P T E R I . 



IS IT AY ? IS IT NO ? 




>'VE no patienee with people who 

make a failure of their lives/' 

said Geraldine. 

She stood looking aeross the shining river, 

with the light from the setting sun gleaming 

on her proud young face and steady eyes. 

Her eompanion smiled in half-bitter 
amusement. 

" Your ehoiee of terms is seareely happy, 
Miss Rivers. I don't suppose the generality 
of people make a failure of their lives. 
Rather, failure is thrust upon them." 

Geraldine tossed her head with a little 
gesture of seorn. 
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*' People should be strong enough to 
over-master fate," she answered, with the 
unhesitating deeision of youth. " I expect, 
if you examined most eases of failure, you 
would find they have generally eome through 
the person's own fault." 

*' What is your reeipe for sueeess, then ? " 

" Ah, you are laughing ! " said Geraldine, 
quickly. ** But I don't eare, Tm convinced 
Tm right, though you do look so seeptieal." 

** Indeed, Tm only too impatient to be 
convinced!" eried the man, with an air of 
injured innoeenee. " Please tell the ingredi- 
ents neeessary for sueeess, and I shall owe 
you my deepest gratitude." 

Geraldine was by no means averse to 
expounding her theories^ and heedless of her 
eompanion's slightly scoffing expression pro- 
eeeded to her task with a good deal of 
enjoyment. 

"First you must have an object in life; 
have it elearly before you, and never forget 
it for a moment." 

** Well, granted that ; what follows ? " said 
the man, a graver expression eoming over the 
look of amusement he had hitherto worn. 

" Then you must have an unAinehing will," 
eontinued Geraldine. " It is no good having 
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an object in life, if you have not strength of 
mind to live up to it. You may as well be 
eontent at onee to drift without any attempt 
to steer your own eourse/' 

*' But eireumstanees may be too strong for 
you," argued the man. " And suppose your 
object in life elashes with other people's 
interests, whieh is to give way ? " 

There was a moment's hesitation, and then 
the girl said, rather weakly, 

*' But I don't want to suppose that ; why 
should it ? " 

** Why ? That is an easy question to ask," 
said her eompanion with a short laugh ; *'but 
unfortunately a difficult one to answer. As a 
matter of fact, I ean only say it generally 
does." 

For a moment Geraldine's satisfied ex- 
pression gave plaee to one of puzzled doubt. 
Then she recovered herself, and with her 
favourite little toss of the head, said, half 
merrily, half-defiantly — 

"Well, Tm determined my object in Iife 
shall do no harm to any one. In fact, I 
mean to do a great deal of good, if only I get 
what I want." 

'' And that is— ? " 

''To be rieh, and happy, and— and, oh, 
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just to have a good time, you know. It's not 
likely I shall stay for ever at old Mrs. 
Fairfaxs; rve had quite enough of it 
already. I hate teaehing, and the very first 
opportunity I have I shall give it up." 

There was a moment's silenee; the girl, 
lost in her own thoughts had forgotten 
her eompanion: he on the other hand 
was watehing her with an intent look in 
his dark eyes, and several times made a 
movement to speak, and eaeh time eheeked 
himself again. 

She was so ealm, so uneonseious, — he did 
not want to startle her. 

** Perhaps the opportunity will eome sooner 
than you expect," he said presently, with 
assumed earelessness, but something in his 
tone reealled Geraldine's wandering attention. 

" How do you mean ? " she asked earelessly. 
" Let it eome when it likes, it will never be a 
bit too soon for me ! Three years of sehool 
drudgery have made me think any ehange 
must be for the better." 

**This ehange eertainly ought to be so," 
said the man. " Has it never entered into 
your head, Miss Rivers, that you may — 
marry } " 

** Really, Mr. King," began Geraldine, with 
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some astonishment ; then she broke off in a Httle 
peal of laughter, — " why, what a ridieulous 
idea ! Whoever is there in Grosley to marry ? " 

"Well, to start with," said the man in a 
tone whose assumed lightness eould not wholly 
eoneeal the earnestness that lay beneath, 
" there's — there's — me." 

But still the girl thought he was jesting, 
and did not attempt to answer him seriously. 
It was not until after some minutes that it 
really dawned upon her that Stephen King 
was asking her to be his wife. 

" Indeed, I never thought — I never dreamt 
— how ean I marry you ? I haven't known you 
long enough," she stammered, ** Please, I 
should like to go home. Oh, Mr, King, how 
ean I promise to marry you ? It is all so 
sudden — oh, please don't talk any more about 
it ; indeed, I ean' t marry you." 

'* Wait a minute, Tm not going to take 
your answer now," said King, his abrupt 
deeision sileneing her confused utteranees. 
" You are startled, and of eourse you eannot 
make up your mind in a hurry. I shall give 
you a week to think over it, and then I shall 
ask you for your answer. At least you will 
promise to meet me here a;gain, to tell me 
what you deeide ? " 
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" Oh, yes, I will do that/' said Geraldine, 
eager to grasp at any respite, so that she 
might eseape for the moment. ** Next 
Thursday at seven, I will eome, but I warn 
you that it will be only to say good- 
bye." 

If Geraldine had looked into Stephen's face 
just then she would have seen an expression 
of eonAdenee little warranted by her words. 
But she was too eager to get off as quickly 
as possible to notiee shades of meaning, 
and even his farewell words were seareely 
heeded in her hasty departure. 

Left alone, Stephen King proeeeded to 
seleet and light a eigar with a good deal of 
deliberation. 

"Shes mine — ten to one she eonsents,*' 
he remarked, with a smile of quiet self-com- 
plaeenee. " I thought it was a hopeless ease at 
first ; but a week will give her time to eome to 
her senses. Onee she eonsented to wait till then 
I knew I was safe. The ehanees are all on 
my side. An uncomfortable home — a plain- 
tive step-mother ; a erowd of unrulyehildren ; 
and then her work out of doors detestable. 
Miss Geraldine is ambitious. She was not 
meant to bury herself for ever in this pokey 
little town, She is clever, too, — she may 
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help me on with my object in life, as she 
expresses it. But there is no need to tell her 
about that yet, all in good time. Onee we 
iare married (and Tm determined to have no 
long dallying over that part of the per- 
formance) it will be time enough to enlighten 
her on a few points." 

If a few whisperings of eonseienee visited 
Mr. Stephen King s mind as he strolled along 
the river-bank smoking his fragrant eigar, 
none of them were loud enough to eause him 
any uneasiness. In his own selfish fashion 
he loved this girl too mueh to hesitate at any 
means that brought her to eonsent to marry 
him. Besides, as he argued, when it was all 
said and done, what great harm was there in 
taking a girl away from a life of drudgery 
sueh as Geraldine's, and setting her in ease 
and comfort ? He had quite enough money 
(even suppose that failed — the object to whieh 
he was about to devote his life) to support a 
wife in more outward comforts than had 
hitherto fallen to Geraldine's share. Deceived 
in his position ? Poof ! he blew away a 
eloud of smoke ; edueation makes all men 
equal ; in intelleet he was Geraldine's 
superior, and yet she was a clever girl, too, 
and would be no end of a help to him if she 
ehose. 
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He would be very kind to her, — he loved 
her, Of eourse, she must be amiable, and 
obedient, and try to help him in all his plans ; 
but, indeed, he meant to be very kind to her^ 
and, of eourse, she would love him devotedly 
in return. 

In the meanwhile there was very little 
thought of love in Geraldine's mind, as she 
hurried through the streets of Grosley on her 
way home. The thoroughfares of the small 
town were more than usually erowded, and in 
her present eondition of over-strung nerves 
the groups of ehattering loiterers that hung 
about the eorners or stroUed along the narrow 
pavements were an aeute souree of irritation. 

" Hateful little hole this is ! " she thought, 
angrily, when for about the seventh time she 
was forced to dive into the muddy road to 
eseape eollision with a party of this deserip- 
tion. " The plaee gets more detestable every 
year. How glad I should be to get out of 
it ! " 

She hurried on, longing to be in her own 
little attie bedroom, the one plaee in the over- 
erowded house that she had vehemently held 
against all invaders. She felt that a erisis in 
her life had eome. This was no matter to be 
lightly thought of, and dismissed ; her whole 
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future hung on the answer she would give 
Stephen King. It needed absolute eoolness 
and elearness of thought, and she must eall all 
her faculties to her aid to help her to deeide 
wisely. 

But she had seareely reaehed this stage in 
her mental argument when she turned out of 
the High Street into a quieter row of houses 
that faced the high dead wall enelosing 
Cobb*s Saw Mills. t\ long, flat uninteresting 
row of tenements, with a Hberal allowanee of 
area and an uninterrupted view into ** break- 
fast parlours," was Gainsborough Terraee. 
A few of the more ambitious inhabitants 
adorned their dwellings with muslin eurtains 
and boxes of flowers, but for the most part 
the long line of windows blinked baldly 
baek at the speetator, only deeorated in 
oeeasional instanees of modesty with wire 
or eane blinds. 

No. 10, the house at whieh Geraldine 
stopped, bore marks of more artistie arrange- 
ment than any other in the street, but an 
exclamation of annoyanee eseaped the young 
girl as she saw from the pavement that the 
eream-eoloured muslin eurtains in the break- 
fast parlour had been dragged to one side. 
diselosing an untidy vista of a tumbled tea- 

B 
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table, and a general muddle of sofa-cushions, 
headless dolls, torn pieture-books and broken 
toys. 

" Really, it's too bad ! " she eried im- 
patiently; ** the ehildren have their own 
nursery, and then they are allowed to make 
bear-gardens of all the rooms in the house ! 
Jane," to the maid who opened the door, 
" what is the meaning of all that mess 
downstairs ? " 

** Oh, if you please, miss," said Jane, 
looking a trifle seared, "missis had the 
headaehe that bad she eouldn't have the 
ehildren bide in the nursery — so they was 
sent down to the parlour, miss, but I was 
just going to tidy up a bit 'gainst you eame 
in, miss. And please, are you ready for 
your tea, 'eause eook says as she wants to let 
the kitehen fire out, *cause it's her night for 
eleaning out the flues." 

" Oh, yes, yes, yes ! " exclaimed Geraldine, 
with an irritation she eould no longer sup- 
press. " Don't go repeating to me what eook 
says, I don't eare to hear it. And look here, 
Jane, put my tea on a tray and bring it up to 
my own room ; Tm not going into that plaee 
till it's fit to sit in." 

It was no unusual thing when Geraldine 
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was busy, or not inelined to face the family 
tea, for her to have something earried lip to 
her own room, and the servants who had 
plenty to do in that serambling household 
never dreamt of disputing any of their 
young mistress's orders. So Geraldine 
drank her tea in comparative tranquillity, 
while down in the kitehen eook grumbled 
audibly about **keeping meals about to all 
hours of the night, with all them flues to 
elean," and in the parlour, smutty-faced, but 
always beaming Jane strove to repair the 
ravages of the ehildren, and in her darkened 
bedroom Mrs, Rivers feebly murmured over 
the trial of a neuralgie headaehe and the 
next-room nearness of five riotous boys and 
girls. 

It was all very sordid and miserable. 
Geraldine, who felt herself eapable of heroie 
heights of self-sacrifice and devotion, eould 
not endure the daily little stings of her 
surroundings. With the pitiless judgment of 
perfect health, she was only too ready to 
Aatter herself that mueh of her step-mother's 
illness was imaginary or exaggerated. Poor 
Mrs. Rivers, never of a strong or energetie 
nature, had long ago abandoned herself to the 
hopeless muddle of her surroundings, and 
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Geraldine's attempts to keep anything Jike 
order usually resulted in nothing but a trial 
of temper to their originator, and a fierce 
skirmish on the parts of her young half- 
brothers and sisters. 

This evening as she sat at her little attie 
window looking over the deserted expanse 
of Gobb's Saw Mills, she was eonseious of a 
slight feeling of exultation that it now rested 
within her own power to end this old life for 
ever. Of eourse she did not mean to aeeept 
Mr. King ; she felt she really seareely knew 
him, but still it amused her to think for a 
little what it would be Hke just supposing 
she had aeeepted him. Of eourse they 
would leave stupid old Grosley ; where would 
they go? Geraldine never remembered 
hearing him speak of where his work and 
home lay, but any plaee would be better than 
this dull old town, and suppose it were 
to be in dear delightful London ? Oh, if it 
only were ! Geraldine Aushed all over with 
pleasure before she remembered that this was 
nothing after all but imagination, for of 
eourse she never meant to marry Mr, 
King. 

Still, there might be a great many worse 
men than Stephen King, He was very 
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clever, good-looking, and his manners were 
eharming, far more agreeable than Owen 
Trevor*s, for instanee, who thought beeause 
he had known her ever sinee she was a ehild 
he might leeture and seold her just as he 
pleased. No, indeed, Mr. Owen, it would be 
fun to steal a mareh on you now, and let you 
know that little Miss Gherryhad a will of her 
own, and eould aet for herself. 

Geraldine smiled, and then grew suddenly 
grave. 

" How hateful it is," she eried, with a 
Sudden little stamp of her foot, **that all the 
niee men are poor^ and that all the nasty 
ones — no, I don't mean that either, but that 
all the rieh ones are not so niee. But Mr. 
King isn't so rieh, he has to work, he told me 
so. Only he is rieher than Owen, and if I 
waited for years and years and years, Owen 
would never be rieh enough to marry; 
besides he has never asked me to wait, 
so whats the good of thinking about 
it?" 

Geraldine felt rather virtuous when she de- 
eided in her own mind that for the present at 
least she would eertainly have to deeline Mr. 
King s offer, and put away all thought of Owen 
Trevor*s ever being rieh enough to support 
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a wife. She was quite honest at the time, 
and for the Arst few days took almost a 
melaneholy satisfaction in her unworldliness. 
It was not likely she would soon get 
another ehanee sueh as she was throwing 
away, for in a small eountry town, ** eligible 
young men," are not pieked up like blaek- 
berries. Never mind, she had done her duty, 
and if neeessary that must eonsole her during 
a long and dreary old maidenhood. 

That was her first stage of feeling, but 
gradually as the days went on, and there was 
no one to appreeiate her self-devotion, her 
ardour slightly eooled. Mr. King kept eare- 
fully out of the way ; she had never known 
before how mueh she looked forward to the 
little ehats with him that eheered the dulness 
of her days. Grosley was hot and dusty and 
erowded with uninteresting people, her own 
home more uncomfortable than ever with 
Tom and Jack home for the holidays. Mrs. 
Fairfax's sehool, where she went to teaeh 
every day, worse than anything, the lady 
prineipal being of a deeidedly nagging and 
disagreeable temper, and having a speeial 
satisfaction in trying to *'crush" the inde- 
pendent spirit of her junior teaeher. 

As it happened matters eame to a erisis on 
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the very day when Geraldine was to give her 
answer to Stephen King. It was a hot after- 
noon, the girls were eareless and inattentive, 
and Geraldine, nervous at the thought of the 
interview that lay before her, felt her own 
attention wandering again and again, and 
eould only with the greatest difficulty bring it 
baek to the subject in hand. Mrs. Fairfax 
spoke onee or twiee to her with eonsiderable 
sharpness, and at last Geraldine, unable to 
eontrol herself, answered baek in a manner 
that the lady prineipal eonsidered " most 
insolent and ill-beeoming." Thereupon she 
proeeeded to administer a seathing leeture to 
the young teaeher in the presenee of the 
girls, and before Geraldine eould stop her, 
poured forth a torrent of angry insinuations, 
whieh were eertainly not edifying for them to 
hear. 

Then Geraldine stepped forward, her eyes 
blazing, her eheeks pale with passion. 

" How dare you say that to me ? *' she said, 
in a voice that would tremble in spite of her 
indignation. " How dare you } Do you 
know that you are speaking of the 
man — " 

" Well, of the man ? " sneered Mrs. Fairfax, 
as Geraldine paused. 
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" Of the man — I am going to marry/* eon- 
eluded Geraldine, in a firm voice. 

It was all over now ; all her doubt and 
hesitation, her high resolves, her self-devotion 
and unworldliness, her half-shadowy re- 
grets for the old friend of her ehildhood 
who had never spoken a word of love to her, 
and yet whom she dimly felt would have 
been more loyal to her than she was to him. 
That evening, as Stephen bent his head to 
listen to her half-whispered words, and drew 
her within the shelter of his strong arms, she 
wondered how she eould ever have hesitated. 
This, this, was something like living. Now 
she would never again have to battle alone 
against a eold and jealous world. With 
Stephen beside her, she felt she eould face 
any difficulties, brave any hardships. For 
the moment she was absolutely and entirely 
happy. 

'* Mine, mine ! " whispered Stephen tri- 
umphantly. " Look up, Gherry. And you 
do, aetually, just a very little bit — love 
me i 

** Don't be silly — and eoneeited," said 
Geraldine with a not very successful attempt 
at dignity. Then suddenly breaking down 
she sobbed with her head against his arm. 
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" Oh Stephen, I'm so tired of working and 
looklng after myself, — do be kind to me. 
Indeed, I don't know what I should do with- 
out you." 







GHAPTER II. 

NO FAULT 0F GERALDIHES. 

ItEPHEN and Geraldine were 
married. It was a quiet wedding, 
no one being present but the 
Rivers' fami!y, and some of the sehool-girls, 
Geraldine had spoken onee to Stephen about 
his relations, but the subject was evidently a 
painful one, and when she saw this she was 
eontent to let it drop. 

'* My dear, I may as well tell you frankly 
that at present there is a sHght difference 
between me and my people," Stephen had 
said with a shadow of annoyanee on his face, 
"and they would probably only make them- 
selves disagreeable if they knew of my inten- 
tion . So, as it is a matter that chiefly eoneerns 
ourselves, I have ehosen to keep my own 
eonhdenee in the matter. You are not vexed, 
Geraldine ? " 

If Geraldine had any lingering feeHng of 
regret at the absenee of Stephen's friends. 
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it all yanished before the sound of his voice, 
and the questioning glanee from the eyes that, 
as a rule, were more prone to eommand than 
to plead. 

Her answer was apparently satisfactory, for 
the man's face brightened again, as he drew 
from its ease the handsome ring he had 
ehosen as a present for her. 

" See, — it is a heartsease," he said, pointing 
to the stones of whieh it was eomposed — 
*' amethysts, rubies, topazes, set in the shape 
of a pansy. A pretty emblem ! I hope it will 
be a true one for you." 

And Geraldines eyes sparkled with more 
than gratitude as she slipped the shining 
eirelet over her thin white finger. 

Only one Httle ineident happened to mar 
the serenity of her mind on this happy 
oeeasion. 

It was the day before the wedding. 
Geraldine was up in her room, paeking her 
trunks for her departure ; in the sitting-room 
her half-sister Barbara was busily arranging 
some dresses for the ehildren next day. 

Barbara was fourteen, — a thin sh'p of a girl, 
with a clever, ugly face, shrewd brown eyes, 
and a ready eapable wit. Bab was anything 
but a general favourite, but she was the one 
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person in the house to whom everyone turned 
instinctively in any difficulty, and her aetions 
were as kind as her tongue was sharp — whieh 
is saying a good deal. 

She was singing softIy to herself in a high- 
pitehed rather sweet voice, and regarding her 
handiwork in quite a professional manner 
with her head on one side, when the door 
was suddenly thrown open, and a young man 
eame in. 

*'Why, hul — lo!" he eried, looking in 
amazement at all the tokens of disorder that 
littered the room. " Have you started a new 
trade, Bab } How long is it sinee you turned 
dressmaker } " 

" Just as long again as half," returned Bab, 
with easy graee. " And what in the world 
brings you here, Master Owen "i " 

An aeute observer might have notieed a 
slight look of anxiety in the apparently eareless 
glanee with whieh she favoured him. 

" Well, that's a hospitable question ! '* said 
the young fellow in an aggrieved voice. " A 
desire to see you, of eourse, my dear." 

Bab stuek her needle into the straw hat she 
was trimming with buttereups, and let it rest 
there while she looked at him. 

" Then you haven t heard yet } " she said 
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with a eurious inAeetion in her voice that 
smote upon her hearer with an instant sense 
of disquiet 

'* Heard ? No — nothing — what ?" he said^ 
with a sudden ehange in the laughing grey 
eyes. " Nothing has happened to Gherry ? " 

"Oh, dear no, only she's going to get 
married," said Barbara, boltinp* out her words 
and plunging at her work with feverish 
energy. 

Then there was silenee, dead silenee, except 
for the sound of the thread being dragged 
through the straw. As long as he lived Owen 
Trevor eould never see a woman trim a hat 
without a eurious ehoking sensation eoming in 
his throat, and the whole seene rising again 
before his eyes — the dusty sunlight Altering 
through the sereen of Virginia-creeper, — the 
little table littered with odds and ends of 
ribbons, feathers and artiAeial Aowers — Jack's 
erieket eap on one ehair, — a pretty little muslin 
dress thrown aeross another, — and in the midst 
Barbara's head bent over her work, and her 
fingers stitehing away — stitehing, stitehing — 
while all the room seem to reel and spin 
round. 

** Oh, stop, do stop! *' eried Owen, fiercely. 
** Gan't you speak to a fellow when he has 
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eome fifty miles to see you ? I beg your 
pardon — I only mean I never ean talk to 
a person whose mind is all the time taken up 
with something else." 

Barbara, who had gone on with her work 
solely as an excuse for not looking at her 
visitor, put it meekly down, and was redueed 
to a feeble attempt to bore holes in her 
thimble with her needle. 

" We wrote to you,'* she said, after a pause 
whieh threatened to beeome awkward. " I 
suppose you never got the letter. It was 
sent to London.'' 

** I have been in Yorkshire for the last 
fortnight ; no letters were sent on," said 
Trevor. " But how sudden ic seems ! Who 
is it .? " 

" Mr. King," said Bab, briefly. 

*^ Mr. King ! Why she has only known 
him a month or two — " 

" Three," put in Bab, parenthetieally. 

** How ean she.»^ Gherry — Gherry going 
to be married ! I ean't believe it." 

He sat silently for a few minutes, while the 
long lashes still drooped over Bab*s sharp 
eyes. 

Presently he roused himself with a great 
sigh. 
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'' Look here, Barbara," he said hurriedly, 
** I ean trust you. You must never — never — '' 

He stopped. And now Barbara raised her 
brown eyes, and looked straight at him with 
a full and honest gaze. 

" No,*' she said, " I will never, never." 

For she knew without words that Geraldine 
must never be told how Owen loved her. 

" You see, it would be no use to spoil her 
happiness," said Owen, eagerly — "so mind 
you don't even mention my name. I'll be off 
now. No, thanks, I ean't wait — Ah, she is 
eoming ! Bab, remember ! " 

He gave the girl a warning look as the 
door opened, and Geraldine in the flush of 
her youthful beauty and happiness eame 
hastily in. 

It was impossible not to see the ehange 
that passed over her face when she saw who 
was standing there in the litde room beside her 
sister. The glad expression faded away, and 
an almost frightened look eame in its stead. 

Barbara slipped away quietly as Trevor 
eame forward. If his lips were paler than 
usual and his voice a little strained Geraldine 
was too pre-oeeupied to notiee it. 

* ' I have but this moment heard the news ; 
I must eongratulate Mr. King," he said. 
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touehing her hand with eold stiff fingers. ** I 
hope this step may be for your happiness.'* 

** How formal you are, Owen," said 
Geraldine, a little reproachfully, but with an 
odd sense of relief ** Have you eome to stay V' 

" No, I am just on my way south." 

" And you ean't even stop till to-morrow ? *' 
said Geraldine, shyly. 

** To-morrow ? Is there anything speeial ? " 
Then, as a wave of eolour swept over 
Geraldine's face, he said even more eoldly — 
*' No, eertainly not, Tm very sorry, but it s 
quite impossible." 

Geraldine was hurt at his manner. She 
knew little of the strain he was undergoing, 
and she was a good deal piqued that sueh an 
old friend eould treat so important a matter 
so lightly. 

** Why, Owen, I don't believe you eare for 
me a bit," she said, **and we were always 
sueh good friends. If it w^tr^you now," she 
stopped, as her voice quivered, 

'* Yes, — if it were me?" said Trevor 
gently. ** What would you do, Gherry ? " 

**/should show a good deal more interest 
in you than you do in me," she ended with 
almost a sob. 

Owen stood for a moment immovable. 
Then he said in a very low self-restrained voice, 
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'* You are making a great mistake, Gherry. 
I eare for you infinitely more than you have 
ever eared for me. But what's the good of 
talking ? You have ehosen your way, and 
I must go mine, and perhaps they will never 
meet again." He eame a step nearer. 
** Good-bye, onee more. You are the best 
judge whether you have treated me quite 
fairly in this matter — but I don't mean to 
reproaeh you. Only Gherry, Gherry, why 
eouldn't you have trusted me } I f you had only 
told me — but never even to let me know ! " 

** Last week — Barbara wrote " — stammered 
Geraldine, blushing. ** I have been so busy." 

Her words died away under the searehing 
glanee of those wistful eyes. 

Owen turned away with sudden abruptness. 

**Good-bye," he said, and onee again held 
her hand for a moment in his firm elasp. 

Barbara was waiting at the hall door to let 
him out. 

** He's a horror, and I hate him," she 
whispered in a sudden burst of girlish 
confidence as she pulled baek the lateh. 
" And I ean't think what Geraldine is about. 
She never used to eare for him a pin." 

" Peelings ehange," said Owen, briefly and 
bitterly. *Mt is good, they say, to begin 

c 
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with a Httle dislike. I suppose next we shall 
have you running ofF with Mr. Gobb's 
foreman." 

As Earbara's hatred to this individual was 
a standing joke in the family, she aeknow- 
ledged the young man s attempt at pleasantry 
with a scornful little snifF. 

** Good-bye, Barbara; you are a good little 
soul," said Trevor, with a dim sense that 
there was a depth of loyalty in this girl's 
nature that the brilliant Geraldine eould never 
attain to. 

** Little indeed ! Little yourself," retorted 
Bab. 

She made no remark on the shortness of 
Owen s visit to the house whieh he regarded 
as a seeond home, but bade him good-bye 
with a carefully-assumed indifference whieh 
deceived neither of them, but for whieh Owen 
was silently grateful. If for a moment one 
has worn one's heart upon one's sleeve it is 
some eonsolation to reileet that one s neigh- 
bours are blind. 

Trevor passed down the street with a 
strangely set expression on his boyish face, 
and Barbara returned to the room where 
Geraldine was pretending to examine her 
work. 
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** You have put these buttereups too mueh 
to the side," said the elder girl, touehing the 
Aowers with restless fingers before her sister 
eould speak. **A11 the trimming is worn 
now in the front/' 

Barbara looked at her but said nothing. 
Her silenee irritated Geraldine as mueh as 
speeeh would have done. 

"Well, why don't you say something? 
Have you done Janet*s hat the same ? If so 
you had better leave this as it is." 

** I ean alter it, if you like," said Barbara 
meehanieally. v^'.. ,-. 

^*Oh, I dont eare a pin about itatie way 
or another," said Geraldine, throwing it 
down erossly. " And whatever indueed 
Owen to turn up this afternoon of all days in 
the year ? " 

** It is not sueh a very unusual oeeurrenee 
after all for Owen to eome here,*' said Barbara, 
drily. 

** I suppose now he will go and eonsider 
himself a martyr, beeause I didn't eonsult him 
in the matter," said Geraldine, with an 
aggrieved air. " Really the way the people 
go on about this is too absurd. Aetually for 
Owen to eome and leeture me beeause I did 
not inform him of what I was going to do ! 
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The boy has been qulte spoilt and forgets his 
plaee." 

Barbara thought of the time when Owen 
and Geraldine were like brother and sister, 
but this afternoon she was in a wonderfully 
subdued frame of mind, so she forebore to 
remind Geraldine of it. Besides, it needed 
no aeute observer to see that Cherry*s own 
guilty feelings were making her speak 
defiantly in self-defence. 

** I suppose, as an old friend — " began 
Barbara, slowly. 

** Old friend — old tyrant ! " said Geraldine, 
impatiently. " Now remember, Barbara, 
Owen has not the slightest ground of eom- 
plaint against me, and if he ehooses to indulge 
in any ridieulous grievance, it is nothing but 
his own fault and foolishness. I shall always 
take an interest in the boy, of eourse, but it is 
no good for him to go and pose as a victim. 
I don*t know what thoughts he may have had 
in his own mind, he never said anything to 
me, — and anyhow it is too ridieulous to 
. imagine I was to wait years and years until 
he had made a fortune." 

" If you didn't Iove him, of eourse I don*t 
suppose you would eare to wait," said Barbara 
quietly. 
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" Love him, love Owen ! " said Geraldine, 
with a litrie laugh, but rather a heightened 
eolour. ** My dear girl, is it likely ? No, 
indeed/' And for a moment Stephen King s 
handsome face blotted out the remembranee 
of the wistful grey eyes that had looked 
at her with their searehing gaze but a few 
minutes before. 

** Then if you have nothing^ to reproaeh 
yourself with, you may feel quite happy," said 
Barbara, dismissing the subject. " How 
many yards of ribbon shall we want for the 
ehildren s sashes ? " 




GHAPTER III. 

"THE LADY 0F LYONS." 

^ERALDINE had nothing to re- 
proaeh herself with, She had 
spoken quite truly when she said 
no word of love had ever been uttered 
between Owen and herself. And yet if she 
had had honesty enough to earry her feelings 
down to their very roots, and had imagined 
Owen in the posltion of Stephen King, and 
King in the position of the penniless young 
engineer, I think there would have been no 
doubt as to whieh of the two she would have 
ehosen. 

She would have shrunk with indignation 
from the thought of being eonseiously mer- 
eenary ; she had a genuine eontempt for all 
snobbishness and ostentatious show. But 
deep in her nature, unaeknowledged even by 
herself, lay a Iove of the good things of 
this Iife; she Hked things "niee" about her; 
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she liked to feel a quiet pride in her position 
and surroundings ; she would have been in 
her element as the lady squire of some 
neighbourhood. 

Then, too, she was clever and ambitious. 
She meant to sueeeed in life ; she had no 
sympathy with any form of failure. As a 
rule when people suffered it was their own 
fault, she deeided in her unhesitating fashion ; 
weak people did more harm in the world than 
wieked. 

She had always hated Grosley, and had 
determined to take the iirst opportunity of 
leaving it. So far eireumstanees had been 
unfavourable, but with the eoming of Stephen 
King a fairer vista seemed opening before 
her. Marriage with him meant the Arst step 
on the ladder of freedom and independenee. 

No doubts about his soeial position eame 
to trouble her. He was evidently a man of 
edueation and good family, — probably a 
younger son with a ehanee, whieh he more 
than hinted at, of eoming into a eonsiderable 
inheritanee by-and-bye. There was no one 
in the Rivers family to trouble about money 
matters or *'settlements;" Mr. Rivers was 
dead, Mrs. Rivers utterly ineapable about 
business, Geraldine quite eontent to Ieave 
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everything absolutely in the hands of her 
future husband. She was happy, now, 
perfectly happy ; the days before her marriage 
passed in a delightful whirl, there was no 
time for regretful thoughts to intrude them- 
selves into her dreams of future pleasure. 
She had said onee that her sueeess in Hfe 
should never elash with anyone else's interest, 
and it was with a little thrill of genuine 
satisfaction that she announeed to her plaintive 
step-mother that her salary as sehool-teaeher 
whieh she was wont to share with the house- 
hold would be more than made up to them by 
the generosity of Mr. King. 

"And you know, Barbara, I shall be able 
to do far more for you when I am married 
than I ever should here," she said, the night 
before the wedding-day. 

For whieh graeious speeeh Barbara, with 
the remembranee of a eertain boyish face that 
had suddenly hardened into marble, was 
seareely as grateful as she might have been. 

The wedding went off well — the sun shone, 
the bride smiled, the step-mother wept a few 
tears, as was only proper, — the ehildren ate as 
mueh eake as they eould seeure, and fought 
for the eraekers, — and then Geraldine s trunks 
were brought down, and the bride and 
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bridegroom departed under a shower of riee 
and old shoes. 

Radiant in her beauty, with glowing eheeks 
and sparkling eyes, Geraldine bent forward to 
take a last look at the shabby httle house that 
had sheltered her for twenty-one years. 
There they all stood, the home-party, Mrs. 
Rivers in her delieate, peevish prettiness, long- 
legged Barbara, Jack and Tom, and the two 
little romps of sisters, Janetand Violet. How 
often they had fought and quarrelled together, 
and Geraldine had been enraged by their up- 
roar, and they had been indignant at her 
** domineering ! " Now they were waving 
hands and blowing kisses to her, and she was 
looking baek at them with a strange new rush 
of tenderness. 

" Good-bye — good-bye," she eried, waving 
her hand, and then the earriage turned sharply 
round the eorner of the street, and the pieture 
was lost to view. 

Stephen King took his wife to London, 
and the next three weeks went in a delightful 
round of sight-seeing. It was Geraldine's 
Arst visit, and she was never tired of 
wandering about the streets, and was quite 
insatiable as to seeing all there was to be 
seen. One night Stephen took her to the 



42 GERALDIN&S HUSBAND, 

theatre ; the play was the " Lady of Lyons," 
whieh neither had read before. 

Geraldine was enraptured, and Stephen 
was irritated to notiee that her naive remarks 
were receiving a good deal of attention from 
their neighbours. 

** Oh, Stephen, isn't it lovely ? " she eried, 
after the seene where Glaud takes his bride 
home, and diseloses his true position to her. 
" But poor, poor Pauline ! It is a shame for 
hen'* 

** AII your sympathy of eourse, is on her 
side ? " said Stephen, with a slight sneer. 

** Why, of eourse," said Geraldine, in 
wonder. Look how she was deceived! I 
should never forgive any one who treated me 
as she was treated." 

" Not even if he eame to you afterwards 
rieh and famous ? " 

"Gertainly not; that makes no difference 
in the deeeit," said Geraldine. ** Besides, 
after all, Glaud was only a gardener's son." 

"You marry a man, not his family," said 
Stephen. " Besides you forget how fascinating 
eiaud was ! It is lueky for the play that 
Pauline was not quite so hard-hearted and 
vindictive as you are." 

** Tm not hard-hearted, and I am not 
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vindictive," said Geraldine, rather angrily, 
**but I should eertainly object to being 
treated as Pauline was. I should never 
forgive any one that deceived me, and Td 
never trust him again/* 

**Well, it's not worth Aghting over," said 
Stephen, quickly. '*The play is rubbish 
altogether, and the sooner it's over, the 
better." 

For the rest of the performance he sat with 
a gloomy look on his face, and Geraldine, 
feeling that in some way she had annoyed 
him, felt her own pleasure a little damped, in 
spite of her real enjoyment of the aeting. 

It is not to be supposed that all this time 
she had been eontent to remain in iqrnorance 
eoneerning her husband's home and work. 
But so far all her attempts to gain information 
had been playfully parried, and as on the last 
oeeasion he had told her she should know 
" all in good time " she had to pretend to be 
satisfied, In the meanwhile he seemed to 
have plenty of money, they lived in comfort- 
able lodgings, and went about a great deal, 
and she made up her mind to enjoy herself in 
the present, without worrying about the 
future. If eertain memories of the " Lord of 
Burleigh" Aoated aeross her mind, she was 
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sensible enough to dismiss them with a little 
laugh at her own expense. No, Stephen was 
not Hkely to tum out a seeond Lord of 
Burleigh, but it seemed likely enough that he 
was a man of good position in the eounty, 
who for eertain family reasons was anxious 
for the present not to diselose his marriage. 

It was about three weeks after their 
wedding when one morning Geraldine eoming 
down first to breakfast found a letter for 
Stephen lying on the table. The postmark 
was Naples, and she busied herself for a 
moment in wondering who his eorrespondent 
might be, but she would have thought little 
more of the matter if it had not been for the 
look of seareely eoneealed annoyanee with 
whieh her husband when he eame down 
thrust the enveIope unopened into his poeket. 

For the first time a shadow of uneasiness 
seemed to fall aeross her happiness, and when 
in the eourse of the morning Stephen an- 
nouneed that he was ealled away on business, 
and must be absent for the rest of the day, 
she said impulsively, 

** Oh, Stephen, you have heard bad news ! 
What is it "i Do let me know." 

" Don t be silly, Geraldine,'* said 
Stephen, a little roughly. *'It is no bad 
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news — at least nothing more than a sh'ght 
unpleasantness. But I am afraid it will eut 
short our holiday. I shall have to begin 
work again sooner than I reekoned, that's 
ali;' 

"Why, that*s nothing," said Geraldine, 
with a look of relief. Then she added with a 
slight twinkle, " And now, sir, I suppose 
at last I shall know what your work really 
is : 

No answering gleam eame from Stephen's 
eyes, as he said impatiently, 

" All in good time — all in good time. How 
you do worry, Gherry ! Gan't you be eontent 
to trust me "i " 

Geraldine drew baek with a hurt look on 
her pretty face, and taking up the newspaper, 
pretended to beeome absorbed in its eontents. 

Her heart was beating with angry throbs 
as she brooded over the unkindness and 
injustice of Stephen's speeeh. Three weeks 
they had been married, and as yet Stephen 
had told her nothing of their future home ; it 
was unfair, it was treating her like a ehild, she 
would not submit to be spoken to again in the 
tone in whieh he had just addressed her. 

She stole a look at her husband from 
behind the paper; he was evidently quite 
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uneonseious of anything amiss, and drawing 
pen and ink to himself had begun making 
some ealeulations in his note-book. 

Presently elosing it, and rising, he said 
cheerfully, 

** I find I shan*t be able to get baek to-day, 
eherry, so you must take good eare of your- 
self till to-morrow. Expect me when you see 
me, and don't be anxious if I never tum up ! 
Good-bye, little woman, — take good eare of 
yourself." 

He kissed her, apparently not notieing the 
eoldness of her ** Good-bye," and a moment 
later Geraldine heard him running down- 
stairs and the front door slam. He was 
gone, — really gone — and she had parted from 
him like that, with seareely a word, — and 
never even a smile ! 

For the first time sinee her marriage a 
great wave of desolation swept over her 
heart All her bright dreams of ambition 
and happiness faded. It seemed to her as 
though she stood alone on a barren roek, with 
an iey wind beating against her. There was 
no one to speak to, no one to eonsult — 
no one even to appeal to her for the help or 
advice she had given so gnidgingly in the old 
days at home. It was plain her husband 
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meant to go his own way, with little 
interference from her, and no doubt he would 
expect her for the future to trouble him just 
as little about her eoneerns. 

" I never thought it would be like this 
when I married,*' she thought miserably, with 
her head buried in her hands. ** I meant 
to have a good time, and enjoy myself. 
Stephen is hateful — Owen would never have 
treated me like this — " 

There she stopped, raised her Aushed face, 
dried her eyes, and seizing note-paper, dashed 
off an amusing letter to Barbara, with a full 
aeeount of all their doings for the last week, 
and plenty of praises of Stephen. Not for 
anything would she have the home people 
suspeet she was otherwise than perfectly 
happy and eontent. 

That done, she felt in a more cheerful 
frame of mind, and began to make excuses for 
her husband, and reproaeh herself for the way 
in whieh she had treated him. After all, it was 
the nature of some men to be reserved, and if 
it pleased him to keep his seeret for the 
present she would not again interfere with his 
wishes. 

She smiled a little to herself as she 
imagined perhaps he had only gone to prepare 
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a pleasant little surprise for her. Shewondered 
what her home would be like — how many 
servants there would be — she did not eare 
about a very large house, and yet from 
words that Stephen had uneonseiously let fall 
from time to time she eould not help fancying 
he was aeeustomed to something very different 
from the house in the little street at Grosley. 
He had evidently a personal acquaintance 
with horses, and spoke with authority on 
shooting and hunting. 

Almost against her will Geraldine's former 
dreams began to eome baek to her, and 
the hours of Stephen's absenee were spent in 
planning what she should do if she ever, by 
any ehanee, beeame mistress of her ideal 
house. She would like to be rieh, not too 
rieh, she reflected ; of eourse the house must 
be a good size, and beautifully furnished, with 
an idea to comfort and artistie arrangement 
rather than luxury or ostentation. The 
grounds must be large enough to admit of 
orehard and kitehen gardens, and a paddoek 
for two or three eows, &c., beside the usual 
Aower-gardens and tennis-lawn ; if there 
were a fair-sized wood or eopse, with a little 
brook babbling through it, so mueh the better. 
Of eourse she must have one or two horses 
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and ponies — perhaps a brougham and a little 
earriage to drive herself in — Stephen was 
a good rider, he would give her lessons in 
riding. What fun they would have ! 

She eame baek with a little start to every- 
day life, when the landlady entered to lay the 
eloth for tea, with a sympathetie remark on 
Geraldine's supposed " lonesomeness." Geral- 
dine laughed and blushed a little at her own 
foolishness, but did not think it neeessary 
to inform good Mrs. Pratt of the way she had 
found to oeeupy her spare minutes. 




\^ 




GHAPTER IV. 

FOR BETTER, FOR WORSE. 

TEPHEN KING felt that the 
time had now eome when his wife 
must be taken into his eouneils, 
but the nearer the hour approaehed the 
more he shrank from the task. Prom a 
distanee it seemed sueh an easy thing, just 
a few words of explanation, and it would all 
be over. Of eourse she would make rather a 
fuss at first, women always did, but that he 
was prepared for; by and bye she would 
settle down, and be an immense help to 
him. 

That was before marriage. But somehow 
it seemed a very different thing now, as he 
sat in the railway earriage whirling baek to 
London and thought of his wife's proud 
young face as he had seen it last. 

" By Jove, she's fit for a duehess ! " he 
thought irritably. " How will she look when 
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she hears the news ? I wish to peaee I had 
told her before I married her, but it's too 
late now, too late ! How her eyes Aashed at 
the theatre that night ; she deelared she 
would never forgive any one who had 
deceived her, and I don't believe she will, 
either." 

Stephen began to feel uncomfortable, and 
east about in his own mind for any excuse or 
means of deferring the evil day of explana- 
tion, but with little sueeess. Suddenly an 
idea darted aeross his mind, so wild, so 
daring, that for the moment it almost took 
his breath away. 

** Pooh ! I must be going crazy!" he 
thought, dismissing it with a little laugh of 
self-contempt. " No, the only way now is to 
make a elean breast of it, and trust to time to 
making her reeoneiled. I must ehoose my 
opportunity and break the news gently to 
her." 

Full of this determination, but with an 
undeAned feeling of uneasiness, Stephen 
reaehed home, where he received a warm 
weleome from his wife, who had made up 
her mind to forgive him this onee for his 
abruptness of speeeh. With immense self- 
denial she determined to say nothing 
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more about his mysterious absenee, and was 
aeeordingly gratified by his beginning the 
subject himseir. 

Stephen had made up his mind to tell her 
something, but he had not yet resolved on 
telling her the whole truth. He felt he must 
be guided by eireumstanees as to how mueh 
or how little he diselosed of his real position, 
and still ever and again the absurd idea that 
had eome into his mind on the journey 
would intrude itself upon his more serious 
reflections. 

"Well, Geraldine," he remarked, looking 
up from his third eup of tea, " you don't ask 
where I have been all this time.'* 

" I am waiting for you to tell me," said 
Geraldine, Aushing a little, and balaneing her 
spoon on the edge of her eup. 

** Well then, I have been — home," said 
Stephen, slowly, and watehing the effect of 
his words. 

Down fell the spoon with a elatter into the 
saueer, and up sprang Geraldine. 

**Oh, Stephen, kome? And are we really 
going there at last ? And is it in the 
eountry — and what is it like } '* 

** Yes, we really are going there at last,*' 
returned Stephen, a little moodily. "Why, 
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how excited you are, Gherry ! Suppose you 
don't like it, after all ? '' 

" Trust me for that," returned Geraldine, 
with a happy smile, " my own home, to do 
just what I like in ! Stephen, when do we 
go? 

** As soon as you like — ^before the end of 
the week, eertainly." 

Geraldine's eyes shone with pleasure, she 
eould seareely keep from daneing about the 
room. 

** Tell me the disadvantages ; do, straight 
off, dear," she said coaxingly, " or else I shall 
never rest till I get there. I want some- 
thing to sober me." 

Stephen watehed her a little sadly. How 
had he the heart to undeceive her "i 

"You will find it very lonely," he said, 
after a slight pause, looking away from her 
eager face. " There are no neighbours just 
at hand ; the nearest town is three miles 
away, and then, too, I don t know any of the 
people down there, I have never eared to.- ' 

" Ah, but it will all be very different when 
/ eome," said Geraldine, triumphantly. " I 
shall drag you out into soeiety, you old 
bean I won't have you hiding in ybur den 
and refusing to mix with your neighbours» 
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I expect a little fun, do you hear, sir ? And 
you must go about with me to see people/* 

** Look here, Gherry, you don't quite 
understand," said Stephen with a desperate 
effort. " I told you onee before something 
about my affairs, and now I must tell you 
something more before we go down to 
Hampshire." 

" Yes ? " said Geraldine, eomposing herself, 
to listen. 

And Stephen felt it harder than ever to 
speak with those bright eyes fixed so in- 
tently on his face. 

** Well,'* he began, lengthening out his 
words as far as possible, **the ease is this, 
you see, I expect at some time or another 
to eome into a good deal of property, but 
at present I have not seeured all the proofs, 
and until I do, I have to live as quietly and 
unobtrusively as possible." 

" Yes," said Geraldine again, as he seemed 
to pause for her answer. 

** You therefore see, dear," he went on 
more Auently, "how neeessary it is for me 
not to get acquainted with too many people ; 
in fact, the whole sueeess of my plan depends 
upon no one knowing what I am about. If 
any one suspeeted me, I should be instantly 
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dismissed from my post, and so lose all 
ehanee of gaining the information I require/' 

•*And what is your post?** asked Geral- 
dine, eagerly. 

Stephen hesitated, and then seareely seem- 
ing to have heard her question, eontinued, 

** You won't mind, Gherry, then, if at first 
you don't get to know many people ? Think 
what it will be when I sueeeed in what I am 
trying for ! And you ean be of the greatest 
help to me, if only — " 

•* If only, what ? " eried Geraldine. 

" I mean, if you ehoose," ended Stephen. 
After all he was as far as ever from telling 
her the real state of the ease, but he almost 
felt inelined to let mat:ers rest where they 
were for the present. 

A sudden impulse made him take hold of 
Geraldine's hand as she stood beside him at 
the table. 

** Look here, you ean help me, and you 
must," he eried almost passionately. ** What 
was it you swore in ehureh, ' For better, for 
worse ; for rieher, for poorer,' did you mean 
them, or were they mere idle words ? ** 

"Of eourse I meant them," said Geraldlne, 
shrinking baek half-frightened from the 
vioIence of his manner. ** You know, 
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Stephen, I would do anything for you — 
anything." 

But a ehill seemed settHng down on the 
sunshine of her pleasure. She looked 
anxiously at her husband, it eould not be that 
he doubted her sineerity in marrying him. 
** For better, for worse ; for rieher, for 
poorer," the words rang in her ears. Of 
eourse they were not Hkely to be put to the 
test ; with a momentary feeling of relief, she 
thought to herself that no ehange after 
Grosley eould be for the worse. Besides, she 
had resolved mentally, long ago, that her 
marriage should eertainly be ** for better," 
and "for rieher." Stephen was not a poor 
man; their way of ]iving showed he had 
plenty of ready money. What then did he 
mean by this sudden attaek ? 

" Why do you talk like that, Stephen ? " 
she asked again. 

But already Stephen had gone baek to his 
usual manner. 

** I wanted to see what you would say," he 
answered, with a half laugh ; " I did not like 
to think my wife was a mereenary little soul 
who, perhaps, eared for nothing but Ioaves 
and fishes." 

Geraldine was deeply hurt ; the tears shone 
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in her eyes as she turned away without 
speaking. 

Stephen was furious at the elumsy way he 
was managing matters. 

"Look here, kiss and be friends — forgive 
and forget," he said desperately, springing to 
his feet. ** You know I was only joking." 

And he was still as far ofF as ever from 
explaining things to her ! 

With a reekless eowardiee he determined 
to let matters drift till they reaehed their 
journey's end. Anyhow, he argued, it was 
no good having a seene in the lodgings in 
London, and perhaps upsetting Geraldine 
before they started, 

So it was with an unelouded brow that 
Geraldine paeked her trunks and two days 
afterwards found herself in the railway ear- 
riage speeding down to Wellington GoUege, 
whieh Stephen had informed her was the 
nearest station to their future home. The 
nearest, but still distant by many miles, for 
there was a drive of nearly an hour before 
the fly eame to a pause in front of some iron 
gates. Geraldine looking out saw an avenue 
of noble fir-trees, whieh led up to a house far 
larger and grander than anything she had 
imagined in any of her dreams^ There was 
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a look of desolation aboiit the plaee, however, 
whieh struek even through her Arst thrill of 
ineredulous delight, The afternoon sun 
shining full on the front of the house, showed 
a prospeet of windows elosely shrouded in 
shutters, blinds, and dusty newspapers ; no 
smoke rose from the long rarige of ehimneys ; 
in the avenue and on the gravel sweep before 
the door the weeds grew thiek and rank; 
under the trees the earpet of pine-needles and 
eones was evidently the gatherings of many 
a year. 

*' Stephen, is this it ? ** eried Geraldine, 
breathlessly. 

"This is Pineeross," returned Stephen, 
jumping out of the earriage, and proeeeding 
to unloek the iron gates with a key whieh he 
took from his poeket. 

** And are we really to live here ? In this 
beautiful plaee ? But why is it all shut up, 
Stephen ? " 

" Beeause, as it happens, just now it is un- 
inhabitable," said Stephen. " Look, Gherry, 
for the present this is where we must take up 
our quarters," and he pointed to a little 
eottage whieh stood inside the gates and was 
evidently the lodge. " Pineeross is going 
to be thoroughly repaired," he added hastily, 
''there is no one there at a\\ j\is\. tvoN^r 
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At this moment a rosy-eheeked maid 
appeared at the door of the eottage, and 
Geraldine plaeing herself under her guidanee 
with a good deal of silent wonder, was eon- 
dueted upstairs to a pretty little ehamber, 
where the roses peeped in through the open 
lattiee window, and where there was a per- 
vading atmosphere of lavender, southern- 
wood, and white dimity. 

Shyness had apparently robbed this small 
serving-maid of speeeh, for not a word of 
information eould Geraldine get out of her 
beyond " Yessum," and " No'm," in answer to 
various questions. Giving her up as hope- 
less, Geraldine speedily deseended the steep 
little stairease, and found her way to the tiny 
sitting-room where her husband was waiting 
for hef. 

Stephen was in the miserable position of 
one driven by his own foIly, weakness, or 
wiekedness into an awkward predieament, 
from whieh it is impossible to extricate one- 
self without dragging others into trouble. A 
want of openness in the Arst plaee, a selfish 
desire to do the best he eould for himself 
without reference to anyone else, a defiant 
disregard of any soeial eonsiderations whieh 
might have made him hesitate before asking 
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any girl to be his \vife, had led him into this 
position. To do the man justice, he believed 
most thoroughly in the eventual sueeess of 
his plans ; after his own selfish fashion he 
loved Geraldine, and when the day eame 
when he eould plaee her proudly in the 
position whieh he knew she would graee so 
well, and whieh he was assured was his own 
by right, he felt it would be the happiest 
moment of his life. 

In the meanwhile, how eould he face those 
indignant eyes, those proud young lips, and 
tell her that she had been basely and eruelly 
deceived — that now, and for many a day yet, 
as far as he knew, he was only her equal on 
sufferance and by reason of the edueation 
whieh elaims to make all men level. He 
shrunk from the look of seorn and eoiltempt 
whieh he knew must inevitably foIlow sueh a 
diselosure. Stern and pitiless as regarded 
others, his love for Geraldine made him 
sensitive in anything that eoneerned her. If 
only confession might be delayed for a time 
any moment now might prove the sueeess of 
his plans. 

Surely when he eame to her wearing the 
smile of victory, she would not refuse for- 
giveness for the ruse whieh after all had 
only elaimed its prize a \ilt\em adv^xvc^. 



A LUCKY PELLOW. 6i 

Stephen King's had been a hard life in 
some respeets, and it was made by no means 
softer to one of his ambitious nature from the 
fact that the general verdict of outsiders was 
that he was a **very lueky fellow." Burning 
with the thought of the injustice of fate that 
had given him nothing but brains and eommon- 
sense, while it showered on young Raymond 
Lake everything that heart eould desire, 
itdid notsoothehis angry diseontent tobe re- 
minded on all hands of his * * benefactor s " 
goodness. Long ago he would have severed 
all eonneetion between them, and started off 
in the world to make his own fortune, if it 
had not been for this conviction that had 
gradually erept up in his mind, and whieh 
ended by making him its slave, and over- 
mastering him eompletely. 

For this he had toiled patiently for years ; 
for this he had waited silently and kept in 
eheek his proud and passionate nature. It 
was for this that he had Arst thought of making 
his wife one who by her cleverness and beauty 
must assuredly help forward any man she mar- 
ried. Riehes he did not want, he had enough, 
and if all went well, more than enough, for 
both ; rank, so long as she was a lady, he did 
not eare for, and indeed might seareely hope 
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to attain. But personal attraetion, the art of 
being a leader in soeial life, those were the 
elements for sueeess whieh he felt would be 
more than ever neeessary in his ease. 

It was a rare ehanee that threw in his way 
one so beautiful and unfriended as Geraldine ; 
the discomfort of her own surroundings and 
the vague air of romanee that hung around 
the handsome stranger made her fall an 
easy victim. So far everything had gone 
smoothly, but now that the hour of taking 
her into confidence had eome, Stephen 
shrunk from it, and seized every pretext 
for delay. 

The idea that he had at first banished 
as wild and impraetieable again eame aeross 
his mind, and this time he did not try to 
resist it. The difficulty would be how to 
earry it out! Stephen found himself hastily 
going over all the possibilities of guarding 
against discovery, but before he eould make 
up his mind one way or another his wife 
entered the little sitting-room. 

She eame in with a smile on her face, and 
her eyes shining with pleasure, and as was 
usually the ease with her in herex ci ted 
moods, she seareely notieed how briefly 
her husband responded to her exclamations 
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of pleasure. She had eome prepared 
to like everything, and proeeeded to eross- 
examine Stephen as to all the affairs 
eonneeted with Pineeross in a way. that was 
little less than trying. 

In answering her questions, Stephen so far 
kept to the truth as to admit he was not the 
real owner of Pineeross ; he was only left in 
eharge to see that the repairs were properly 
earried out ; but he spoke in sueh a manner 
that Geraldine more than half disbelieved 
him, and settled in her own mind that for 
some reason he wished still to keep her in 
ignoranee of his real position. She was 
strengthened in this belief by his refusing to- 
deny it was otherwise when she taxed him 
with it, and she went to bed perfectly and 
radiantly happy at the prospeet that lay before 
her. 

With sueh a beautiful house and grounds, 
and a husband like Stephen, what more eould 
she desire ? Poor Barbara ! Poor old Grosley ! 
Well, those horrid old days were gone for 
ever. She had worked hard and done her 
duty, she felt with a thrill of satisfaction, 
and now she was to have her reward. 
When things go well it is pleasant to 
pride one's self on one's wisdom and 
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goodness. Geraldine would have spurned 
the idea of being self-righteous or eon- 
eeited, but it is undeniable that she lay 
down that night in more peaee with the world 
in general than she had done for many a long 
day. 

The following morning she insisted on 
going all over the old house. It was a 
eharming plaee, though evidently in a state 
of great negleet ; but already the workmen 
had been engaged, and before the end of the 
week the onee-deserted plaee was a seene of 
the busiest activity. Stephen hurried on the 
work as mueh as possible, giving as an excuse 
the fact that the owner might arrive any 
moment, and while they still eontinued living 
on at the Lodge, he spent most of his time up 
at the great house. He was busy working at 
important papers, he informed Geraldine, and 
onee again she smiled quietly to herself at 
the mention of the **real owner;'* he had 
begun to be a very mythieal personage in her 
mind, but sinee Stephen was eontent to in- 
dulge in sueh transparent disguises she would 
not spoil his pleasure by letting him know she 
had discovered his plot. 

As far as she eould hear in the village, 
and she did not trouble herself mueh about 
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the matter, all that was known was that 
the late owner had died abroad a year ago, 
and sinee then none oi the family had been 
at Pineeross; some of the people had 
"heard say" there was a young master who 
now talked of eoming home, but on the 
whole most of the information was nothing 
but gossip and surmise. The last owner, 
Sir Robert Lake, was eertainly a most 
eeeentrie man ; he had never been near the 
plaee sinee his wife died, and leaving an 
old man and woman there as earetakers, 
the rest of the house had been shut up 
and allowed to go to " raek and ruin." 

But aeeording to all aeeounts matters were 
to be very different now. The young master 
still lingered in " furrin parts/* but the pre- 
parations for his arrival went on merrily. 
Masons, earpenters, and painters had done 
their work, and retreated before upholsterers 
and eabinet-makers : the musty old furniture 
gave plaee to the newest speeimens of high- 
art, and women from the village began to 
invade the dim and dirty old eorridors with 
pail and serubbing-brush. 

Everything was earried out under Stephen's 
personal direetion, though the fiction (as 
Geraldine ehose to eonsider it) of an absent 
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owner was still kept up. She indulged in 
many delightful visions of what she would do 
when she was really mistress up there ; 
Barbara should eome and stay with her; 
poor long-legged Bab, how she would enjoy 
seampering about over the Aelds and gardens, 
with no bothering ehildren to teaeh or 
amuse ! Then the hampers of fruit and 
vegetables and poultry that should be dis- 
patehed to Grosley, Geraldine knew so well 
how rapturously they would be weleomed. 
Owen Trevor, poor fellow, what about him } 
Stephen must see if with his money and 
inAuenee he eould not push Owen on a little. 
He was sueh a clever young fellow, — only 
needing a good start to sueeeed in his 
profession. 

Geraldine's meditations had gone baek 
to the days when she and Owen ran raees 
and elimbed trees together, when her hus- 
band's voice spoke — 

*' Well, Gherry, when will you be ready to 
move to the big house 'i The last of the 
workmen eleared out yesterday, and it is 
nearly ready for human habitation." 

" Oh, Stephen, Stephen, do you really 
mean it ? " eried Geraldine, seareely able to 
believe it now that it had eome to the 
point " Go up there to live ? " 
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**Why not, you ridieulous little goose?" 
returned Stephen, who was in an unusually 
beaming temper. " Only mind this, little 
seatter-brains, no one is to know yet what 
we know, — do you understand ? " 

"You mean they are still to think the 
owner is abroad ? " said Geraldine, her eyes 
daneing with fun. 

" Exactly so," returned Stephen, nodding 
his head. " There is no need to take the 
whole world into our confidence yet. You 
may rest assured I have my reasons, and 
good ones, for what I ask." 

"Oh, rU be disereet,- never fear," said 
Geraldine, executing a joyful little danee on 
tip-toe round the room. ** I understand ! 
Oh, won t it be fun to take in people, till 
we suddenly dazzle them with all our 
splendour ! " 

** Remember, the owner is still away and 
we are only taking eare of Pineeross in his 
absenee," repeated Stephen, as if it were a 
lesson for her to learn. 

And Geraldine made him a moeking 
little eurtsey to show that she quite under- 
stood. 

The next day they moved into their new 
home, and onee settled in the comfortable 
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siiite of rooms that she herself had ehosen, 
eherry felt that at last life was really going 
to begin for her. 

**For better, for worse," indeed! What 
had Stephen meant that day by frightening 
her so ? 

Of eourse, she would have been ready to 
follow him through everything, but who 
shall blame Geraldine if she rejoiced that her 
lines had fallen in a pleasant plaee, and that 
the prospeet lay fair and unelouded before 
her as far as eye eould see ? 




GHAPTER V. 

"There was a youth, and a well-belovM youth, 
And he was a Squire's son." 




H, Stephen, she ean eome! Bab 
ean eome!" said Geraldine, 
looking up with a delighted 
face from the letter she was reading, one day 
about three months after their marriage. 

King smiled baek at his pretty young wife. 

" Tm glad of that ; she'll be eompany for 
you while Tm away. When does she 
arrive ? 

"To-morrow, by the 12.5 train. But 
Stephen, must you really go to London ? 
Wouldn't a letter do just as well ? " 

"Gertainly not, you unbusiness-Iike young 
woman," said Stephen. " No, no, Gherry, 
don't try to tempt me ; it's bad enough 
anyhow to have to go, so don't make the task 
harder." 

"Well, what must be, must, I suppose," 
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said Geraldine, stiAing a little sigh. "And 
you really start to-day? Oh, by-the-bye, 
Stephen, I forgot to tell you the Vicar ealled 
yesterday ; sueh a niee man he seemed — " 

Her praises were eut short by Stephen's 
remarking rather sulkily, 

" And what on earth brino^s him here ? *' 

" I suppose he ealls on all his parishioners," 
answered Geraldine, somewhat surprised, 
although by this time she was beginning to 
discover that her husband was oeeasionally 
subject to strange vagaries. ** He said he 
had seen us several times in ehureh." 

" That's what eomes of being moral," said 
King, still in the same diseontented voice. 
** I tell you what it is, Gherry, I don't want 
you to go and get mixed up with all the 
gossip and ehatter of the parish. — Has any 
one else been here ? " 

" Only old Mrs. Blake from Wyndham 
Farm, — and Mrs. Gardner, who eame about 
Matilda's eharaeter, — oh, and I spoke one 
day to the Burton ehildren, and their mother 
asked me to eall. That' s all, I think," said 
Geraldine, eonsidering. 

" And enough, in all eonseienee,'* remarked 
Stephen, irritably, — ** pretty well the whole 
neighbourhood. " 
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" By-the-bye, there was another old 
woman," said Geraldine, with a sudden 
gleam of mischief in her eyes, "but as she 
asked espeeially for you, I don't eonsider 
her my visitor. Sueh an awful old ereature, 
Stephen ! I told Matilda to eount the spoons 
after she had departed. When she heard 
you were out she said she would eall again, 
and seemed quite startled, and seuttled off 
in a great hurry when I meekly suggested 
that perhaps I would do instead." 

" Some old beggar from the village," said 
Stephen earelessly. " Don't eneourage them, 
Geraldine, or they will be for ever hanging 
around." 

" Trust me ! " returned Geraldine, with a 
sagaeious little nod. " But now I must go 
and see where we ean put up Barbara." 

And she ran off, gaily humming to herself 
the old song : — 

** Early one morning, just as the sun was rising, 
I heard a maid sing in the valley below — 
* Ah, do not leave me ! Ah, don't deceive me ! 
Why would you use a poor maiden so ? "* 

• 

Left alone King drew from his poeket a 
small leather ease, and taking from it several 
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papers, glaneed through them with an exultant 
smile. 

" Now I should just like to know, Mn 
Perry, what you will say to these ? No ease 
to go upon, hadn't I ? Then what do you 
eall this, sir — and this — ^and this ? " 

One by one Stephen gently and carefully 
replaeed in his ease the sheets of thin note- 
paper, yellow and brittle with age and travel, 
and eaeh folded in the fashion in whieh letters 
went through the post before the days of 
enveIopes. They were all endorsed in the 
stiff eramped handwriting of a by-gone 
generation, and before covering them from 
sight Stephen's eyes lingered on the pale and 
faded ink. 

**Letter from Joanna Starling. Received 
Oet. 15, i8j. — . Answered same day," 

"From Joanna Starling, Nov. 20, 184- 

** From J. S., York, Dee. 184- 

** From J., Feb. 3, 184 — . Mem. — Write 
to Mrs. Martin, York." 

And so on through a paeket of twenty or 
thirty letters, whose dates covered a period 
of over two years, after whieh the eorrespond- 
enee suddenly eeased. 

But Stephen knew the reason why there 
were no more letters. Six months after the 
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date of the last one, the receiver of it, young 
Wilfrid Lake, Sir Stephen's eldest son, was 
thrown from his horse and killed on the spot. 
Being unmarried and consequently leaving no 
heir, on the death of his father ten years 
later, the title and property passed to the 
younger son, Robert. 

The romanee between the baronet's son 
and the gamekeeper*s daughter having thus 
eome to a tragieal end, general tradition was 
not slow in assigning to Joanna some slight 
eonsolation in the shape of another husband. 
One story even went so far as to say that she 
had been married several months before the 
death of Wilfrid Lake. Aeeording to tradi- 
tion this husband had disappeared in the 
autumn of the same year, and never been 
heard of sinee, and Joanna, overcome with 
grief, died at the birth of her baby in the 
following winter. 

Stephen had an altogether different theory 
from this aeeepted version, and it was the 
present object of his life to prove the truth of 
his surmises. So far everything fitted in 
wonderfully, but there were still links missing 
in the ehain of evidence, and until these were 
supplied the solieitor in London, whom he 
had eonsulted, was forced to advise his elient 
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that he had " no ease to go upon/' The 
diseoYery of this paeket of letters was a 
matter of importanee, and he determined to 
lose no time in plaeing them in Mr. Perry's 
hands, and hearing his opinion about them. 
As long as Stephen stayed at Pineeross he 
enjoyed speeial opportuoities in the way of 
searehing through old family papers, and his 
next object would be to find evidence that 
Wilfrid Lake was in York during any part of 
the year between the date of Joanna's last 
letter and his death in the autumn. I f only 
he eould find this he was resolved to go 
himself to York, and seareh through all the 
parish registers of 184 — for the marriage 
of Joanna Starling and the mythieal Mn 
King. 

In the meanwhile he hoped devoutly that 
it would suit the eaprieious young Sir 
Raymond Lake to stay abroad for many a 
day yet. Stephen was getting quite aeeus- 
tomed to his false position as master of 
Pineeross, and it would be fatal to his plans 
to have the real owner appear on the seene. 
In his letters abroad he took eare to say that 
the house was by no means ready yet for 
oeeupation, for sinee Sir Raymond had 
already onee spoken of returning and direeted 
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that the plaee should be put in order, he 
dreaded that every letter might announee his 
arrival. 

During the last few days, however, he had 
been a little re-assured by Sir Raymond's 
having written that his wife wished to winter 
in Rome, and that therefore they would 
probably not return to England before the 
spring. The spring! Who knew what 
might happen before then, thought Stephen 
exultantly ; fortune had been good to him up 
till now, — she might have still greater gifts in 
store. He smiled as he looked baek and 
thought with what fear and trembling he 
had yielded to the temptation of installing 
Geraldine as mistress at Pineeross. So far 
all had gone well. A little longer and the 
game would be in his own hands. Then all 
motive for deeeption would be done away 
with, and Geraldine would be really and truly 
mistress of this beautiful plaee. 

Thus, with no forebodings of the storm that 
was soon to break over him, Stephen paeked 
his portmanteau and gaily started for London. 
Gherry stood on the steps, and waved him a 
laughing good-bye, and as the train rattled 
and elattered on its way to town, Stephen was 
haunted by a moeking voice that ehanted 
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persistently in his ears the nonsensieal words 
that she.had been singing all the morning : 

** Ah, do not leave me ; ah, don't deceive me, 
Why would you use a poor maiden so ? " 

They had no meaning, no sense, and yet, 
try as he would, Stephen eould not banish 
them from his mind, not forget that last 
glimpse of Gherry as she stood and waved 
her hand to him. 

Geraldine had no time to feel lonely after 
Stephen's departure, for there were all the 
preparations to be made for Barbara's arrival. 
It was the first visit from any of her home 
people and she was anxious for it to be a 
sueeess. Of all her half-brothers and sisters 
in the old days Barbara had always been the 
one with whom she seemed most to elash, 
but onee parted from her, Geraldine found 
herself often thinking with half-amused regret 
over the girls sharp little speeehes and droll 
ways. 

Her husband, who earried to excess 
his dislike to her making acquaintances 
among her neighbours, was generous enough 
with regard to her own family, and had 
indeed himself suggested this visit when he 
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first foresaw the neeessity of a journey to 
London. Geraldine would seareely have 
been Aattered eould she have read the 
thoughts that filled his mind when he spoke of 
it. There was eertainly the wish to give up 
his wife's pleasure, but there was also the 
feeling that her sister's eoming would serve 
to oeeupy Geraldine's attention, and might 
prevent her wondering too euriously as to the 
eause of his absenee. Then, too, if he were 
delayed he eould put off his return with an 
easier eonseienee than if Geraldine were 
alone. Not that he looked for anything of 
the kind, but still, taking everything into 
eonsideration, he felt it would be a good 
move to have Barbara at Pineeross. 

No eomplieated feelings of this kind 
troubled Geraldine, but perhaps beneath the 
real pleasure she felt at Barbara s eoming, 
there might have been a slight undereurrent 
of satisfaction in the thought that now her 
sharp-eyed eritieal young sister would see for 
herself what a wise ehoiee she had made in 
marrying Stephen King. Sueh a kind and 
thoughtful husband was rarely to be met 
with — he had his faults, 6f eourse, and among 
these Gherry reekoned a eertain reserve and 
seeresy about his affairs where a wife might 
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justly have elaimed a little more confidence. 
But on the whole he was a man to be proud 
of, and Geraldine waited impatiently for the 
moment to eome when Bab should confess 
that she had never done him justice, and own 
that she had been governed in her former 
opinion by ehildish prejudice and dislike. 




GHAPTER VI. 

GERALDINE ASSERTS HER INDEPENDENGE, 

pHE London express rushing through 
Wellington Gollege Station on the 
fo]lowing morning stopped to de- 
posit a solitary passenger on the platform, — 
a tall slip of a girl with eurly, reddish hair, a 
freckled face and skirts somewhat short 
and seanty for the long legs that showed 
beneath. 

" Why, Barbara, you have grown ! " was 
the greeting bestowed on this young person 
by the prettily-attired and handsome lady 
who was waiting to receive her. 

" Yes, isn't it awful ? " returned the girl 
ruefully. " Soon I shan't have a dress fit to 
wear. I say, Gherry, you do look — fine." 

As this was about the nearest approaeh to 
a eompliment that Barbara had ever been 
known to perpetrate, Geraldine smiled, well 
pleased. 
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" It's the air, I suppose/' she said modestly. 
'* Isn't the smell of the pines delieious ? Oh, 
this is sueh a loveIy plaee, Bab ; I shall have 
to show you all my favourite bits." 

*' And how is Mr. King ? " asked Barbara, 
when they had taken their plaees in the little 
pony trap that Geraldine had hired from the 
village, and were driving homewards. 

" Very well, I believe ; he's in London," 
answered Geraldine. " Stupid felIow ! I 
heard from him this morning, but he never 
put his address." 

** How jolIy ! " eried Barbara. " Now 
youll have no bother of writing to him. 
Tm so glad we shall be alone, Gherry; it's 
far more fun than having a lot of men 
bothering around, and you know I never 
did like — " she stopped. 

Geraldine smiled, and touehed up the fat 
little pony. 

" Now tell me about home,'* she said. 
And nothing loath, Barbara began her budget 
of family news. 

Mrs. Rivers was fairly well — for her ; Tom 
was getting on famousIy at sehool, had 
won three prizes at Midsummer, and ex- 
peeted a move-up at Ghristmas; Jack had 
fallen from the swing and broken his arm ; 
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Janet was to go tp sehool next term ; Mrs. 
Parker, the doetor s wife, had taken Violet 
away with her own ehildren to the seaside; 
Jane had given warning, but was sorry 
now, and wished to remain ; the Persian eat 
had three kittens, but one was quite deaf, and 
another blind. 

At the sound of Barbara's familiar voice all 
the old Hfe in the dingy little house at 
Grosley eame rushing baek in a flood of 
remembranee to Geraldine, and she looked 
around her at the breezy landseape with a 
kind of breathless expectation that it would 
presently melt away and that she would 
awaken to find herself onee more in the little 
ropm at home. How far ofF it all seemed, 
and yet how vivid ! For a moment it was 
her present life that faded into a dream, — 
the wide-stretehing eommon of gorse and 
heather, the musieal murmur of the wind in 
the pine-trees, with its plaintive sweetness 
like the notes of an Eolian harp, the rhythmie 
beat of the pony's feet on the soft earpet of 
dust, they all seemed part of the life of 
another Geraldine, a girl who stood quite 
apart from herself, and with whom she 
had no personal eonneetion. 

Barbara s voice, however, kept her from 

F 
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soaring too far off on the wings of fancy, and 
by and bye, as they drew near Pineeross, she 
began to point out famiHar features in the 
landseape. 

** That picturesque old farm-house up 
yonder — do you see it, with that splendid 
overhanging roof? — has belonged to the 
same family for over three hundred years. 
I know a lady who lodges there, and she has 
promised to show us all over it. There is 
the ehureh, just peeping out between the 
trees, — and this is the Vicarage — ah, good 
morning, Mr. Eden." 

Geraldine eheeked the pony as a tall 
soldierly figure in elerieal garb eame forward 
and raised his hat. 

** Good morning, Mrs. King. I am in 
luek to meet you, for I was even now on my 
way to Pineeross.'* 

'' Tm very glad, then," said Geraldine, 
smiling. In spite of Stephen's disapproval 
she was determined to be graeious to Mr. 
Eden. It was too absurd not to be friends 
with the vicar of your own parish. 

" I am afraid you will think I am taking a 
liberty," Mr. Eden went on, with a simple 
direetness whieh was one of his chief eharms, 
'* but you must not mind sayino- if ^/ou 
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eannot help me. The ease is this. As you 
know, we are getting up a bazaar at East- 
ehureh for the benefit of the new Mission 
Hall. My sister who was to have helped 
Lady Drummond has suddenly been ealled 
baek to London, and.now Lady Drummond 
is alone at her stall. AU the other young 
ladies are already engaged, but I have beea 
wondering whether you would forgive the 
shortness of the notiee and eome and help 
us." 

" And when does the bazaar take plaee } " 
asked Geraldine, with a swift mental debate 
as to whether or not she should grant the 
vicars request. Her husband might be 
annoyed, but then — 

** The day after to-morrow," eame the 
vicar s answer. *' I know it is rather a eool 
thing to ask,'* he added, watehing the pretty 
face with its puekered eye-brows. "The 
extremity of the ease must be my apology." 

" And you must know at onee ? " said 
Geraldine, slowly. 

" Well, I don t wish to press you — if you 
Gannot deeide at this moment," answered the 
vicar, hesitating, "only I must see Lady 
Drummond this afternoon." 

** ril eome," said Geraldine, abruptly, and 
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Ainging all seruples to the wind. What 
right had Stephen, even if he wished it, to 
stop this harmless little gaiety ? Besides, 
she argued, why should he object ? Anyhow 
the thing would be all over and done with 
before he returned, and it would be no use to 
be angry over what had already happened. 

So she cheerfully settled all arrangements 
with Mr. Eden, and then the little earriage 
rattled on its way, and the vicar went in to 
his solitary dinner, and thought what hand- 
some eyes young Mrs. King had, till an 
artiele in the last Nineteenth Gentury 
suddenly elaimed his attention and roused his 
spirit to wholesome antagonism. 

** Why, Bab, you are in luek," said 
Geraldine laughingly, as they drove past the 
doetors house, and through the narrow 
village street. **This is the first pieee of 
dissipation that rve even heard of sinee I 
eame, and here you are all ready for it ! " 

" I thought you would be sure to be enjoy- 
ing yourself all the time,*' said Bab, who had 
pietured to herself married Iife as a sort of 
perpetual honeymoon, with a devoted hus- 
band always at hand to minister to his 
beloved's wishes. " I suppose you know all 
the people round about ? *' 
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*' Not at all," answered Geraldine, " I know 
seareely any one. But, Barbara, here is 
Pineeross." 

The earriage tumed . in at the gates and 
passed the little lodge where they had 
stopped for the first few days after their 
arriyal, It was unoeeupied now, and shut up, 
but there was no sign of desolation about the 
great house. The gardens had been put in 
perfect order, the weedy paths covered with 
fresh gravel, and the Oetober sun twinkled 
baek from a long Hne of shining windows no 
longer shrouded with blinds and shutters. 

As the full extent of the building eame 
into view Barbara elutehed her sister's arm, 
and almost gasped for breath. 

** That — tkat^ Pineeross ? " she exclaimed. 

•* Why not ? " said Geraldine with a half 
^mused little smile playing around her lips. 

'* But Geraldine, you don't mean to say 
that this is really where you live — that 
Stephen King is really the owner of this ? *' 

^* Gertainly this is where we live,'* said 
Geraldine, ealmly. " And so far I have met 
with no other master or mistress to dispute 
our possession." 

Barbara sat in amazed silenee, trying to 
re-adjust all her former ideas about Stephen 
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King, till the earriage stopped in front of the 
imposing Aight of stone steps. Geraldine 
threw the reins to the man who was waiting 
to take the pony^ and then led the way aeross 
the wide hall and up the shallow broad stairs 
to the room that had been prepared for 
Barbara. 

*'You will like to take off your things, 
luneh will be ready in a few minutes," she 
said, and then with an unusual burst of 
affection she kissed Barbara, and said how 
niee it was to see her again, and what fun 
they would have together. 

Barbara's awestruek admiration at the size 
and magnificence of the house was by no 
means diminished when Geraldine took her 
all over it that afternoon. Pineeross was by 
far the grandest plaee that her girlish ex- 
perienee had known, and to think that Gherry, 
her own sister Gherry, was aetually mistress 
of it, was a marvel that took some time to 
realise. 

** Stephen must be very rieh," she re- 
marked onee, as they stood looking at a long 
suite of rooms, splendidly furnished, whieh 
Geraldine had opened for her inspeetion. 

" Oh — I don't know," answered Geral- 
dine rather vaguely, but with a distinet 
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remembranee of more than one oeeasion when 
her husband had deelared that they " eould not 
afford'' some triAing expenditure, and must 
teally " begin to draw in." 

This was not the only instanee she knew of 
his ineonsisteney, but there was no need to 
enter on the subject with Barbara. 

That energetie young person was now 
performing elaborate pirouettes on tip-toe 
aeross one of the polished Aoors, and ending 
with a graceful eurtsey in front of Geraldine, 
she began to beg her to give a party before 
she left. 

** Do, Gherry, you really might," she eried, 
•' what's the good of these grand rooms if 
you keep them shut up all the time "i Do 
ask some people and have a little fun while 
Stephen is away." 

" You absurd little goose, whom should I 
ask ? " said Geraldine. " Mr. Eden and old 
Miss Blake from Wyndham's Farm "i Those 
are the only people I know.'* 

**Why dont your neighbours eome to 
eall on you ? If Stephen has Hved here all 
his life, he must know some of them," said 
Barbara. 

"But he hasnt lived here all his life,*' 
said Geraldine. ** The house has been 
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shut up for years and years. Till we 
eame here, Stephen had seareely seen the 
plaee before." 

** I must say Stephen King is a mystery to 
me," remarked Barbara, meditatively, as she 
perehed herself on the edge of a table and 
swung her legs baekwards and forwards with 
cheerful ineleganee. " How is it that he seems 
to have no relations, and why, if he is the 
owner of this plaee, does he keep away for 
years and never eome near it ? " 

*• Perhaps it had unpleasant assoeiations 
for him — perhaps he preferred to travel," 
answered Geraldine. Barbara was merely 
putting into words the thoughts that had 
often .perplexed her own mind, but spoken 
thus openly they seemed to be invested with 
fresh uneasiness. "Stephen has lived in 
Italy and France and Spain ; his parents 
died when he was quite young, so I 
suppose he never eared to have a settled 
home." 

Barbara made a little face of ineredulity. 

** My dear ehild, you are far too easily 
satisfied," she said, with an air of wisdom. 
" Now, if I were Mrs. King, I should never 
'rest till I had learnt every serap of informa- 
tion about my husband's past life," 
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** You silly ehild, you don't know what you 
are talking about," said Geraldine erossly. 
** But eome, Barbara, supposing we go to that 
bazaar, what have you got to wear ? " 

In the present limited state of Barbara*s 
wardrobe this was an important question, 
and before the problem was solved satis- 
factorily, with some help from Geraldine's not 
very extensive store, the subject of Stephen's 
shorteomings was nearly forgotten. But long 
after it had passed from Barbara's mind it 
lingered with a little rankling sting in 
Geraldine's. She began to feel that she 
was not fairly treated ; Stephen was so 
absorbed in his own affairs that he seareely 
seemed to eare what beeame of her, and yet 
he had quite an unreasonable dislike to her 
making friends with any of the neighbours. 
Well, she was determined- not to stand it 
mueh longer ; and then eame the thought 
that going to this bazaar would be a 
famous way of asserting her independenee. 
]f Stephen ehose to be an unsoeiable old 
bear that was no reason why she should be 
one also. So she looked out her prettiest 
dress, and set about her preparations with 
a little Autter whieh she thought was en- 
tirely due to pleasure, but whieh no doubt 
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had a eonsiderable tinge of defiance in it, 
and perhaps a small amount of fear as 
she thought of her husband's possible 
annoyanee. 




GHAPTER VII. 

" WHO IS SIR RAYMOND ? " 

^ASTGHURGH was seven miles 
from Pineeross, a Aourishing little 
eountry-town, with elean wide 
streets, a famous old ehiireh, and an imposing 
brand-new Town Hall. The bazaar was to 
take plaee in the latter building, whieh had 
been duly deeorated for the oeeasion, skilfully 
draped flags and artfully-arranged flowers 
partially eoneealing the bareness of the walls. 
The platform was converted into a stand for 
musieians, and at intervals during the day 
yarious loeal performers delighted the ears of 
the visitors with speeimens of their art. 

It had been settled that Mr. Eden was to 
drive the ladies over, and at ten o'eloek his 
dog-eart was waiting at the door of Pineeross. 
Now that the grand moment had eome 
Barbara was shy and silent, but Geraldine 
was in eapital spirits, and Mr. Eden eame to 
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the eonelusion that Mrs. King was a very 
different order of being from most of the 
provincial young ladies he was in the habit of 
meeting. He had but reeently eome to 
Pineeross, and at first found the ehange from 
a erowded London parish a little trying to 
one of his intelleetual cravings. 

As the earriage turned out of the avenue 
into the high-road, it nearly ran over an old 
man who was jogging leisurely along on the 
baek of a rusty pony, apparently as aneient as 
himself He wore a leathern satehel slung 
round him, and when Mr. Eden saw him 
he reined in the eob he was driving and 
ealled out, 

" Good-day, Simons. Any letters for me 
this morning "i " 

The village postman peered up at him with 
his dim blue eyes, and began to fumble in his 
satehel. 

" Mr. Eden, ain't it, sir ? Why yes, rve a 
power of letters for you here." 

With trembling fingers he began to sort 
out the eorrespondenee he was earrying, and 
then Mr. Eden thought of asking if there 
were any for Mrs. King. 

Old Simons gave another eautious glanee 
to see that he was not being eheated, and 
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then handed up a foreign letter. It was 
addressed to Stephen, and Geraldine reeog- 
nised the writing as the same as that on the 
letter whieh her husband had thrust unopened 
into his poeket one morning in London. 
Besides, she remembered the postmark, 
" Napoli " ; somehow she had always dimly 
eonneeted it in her own mind with Stephen's 
sudden eall away on business, and their 
subsequent eoming down to Pineeross. 

** For my husband," she said ; " perhaps 
Simons had better earry it on to the house, in 
ease I should lose it." 

Mr. Eden poeketed his own eorrespondenee, 
and returned the letter to the postman to be 
delivered at the house, and then they drove 
on again. 

Whea they eame to Eastehureh an air of 
unusual bustle seemed to pervade the Httle 
town ; the buyers and sellers in the market- 
plaee had hurried over their business with as 
mueh haste as possible, in order to see the 
grandees arriving at the Town hall. At 
eleven o'eloek the bazaar was to be opened in 
state by the Gountess of Millerton, and 
already the earriages were beginning to bloek 
up the street in front of the building. As 
Mr. Eden's dog-eart fell into the line that was 
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advancing at foot's paee beside the pavement 
Geraldine suddenly laid her hand on the 
elergyman's arm. 

** Look, Mr. Eden, look at this woman, — 
ean you tell me who she is ? " 

Mr. Eden's eyes followed the direetion of 
Geraldine's hand. He saw in the front rank 
of speetators, standing on the eurbstone, and 
peering iiereely into every vehicle, a striking- 
looking old woman. Her nose and ehin were 
hooked with age, and her white hair hung in 
untidy loeks around her wrinkled face, but her 
eyes were dark and sparkling, and she earried 
herself with a eertain remnant of dignity. 
Her elothes were of the shabbiest deseription, 
but something intangible about her whole 
appearanee seemed to imply she was of a 
higher elass than her poverty would seem to 
denote. 

Mr. Eden looked at her carefully. 

** No, I don't know her at all,*' he answered. 
*' Probably she belongs to Eastehureh, and as 
yet I seareely know even my own parishioners. 
How she is staring at us! Is she an ac- 
quaintance of yours, Mrs. King?" 

" She eame to our house the other day," 
said Geraldine, who found the old woman s 
gaze a little embarrassing. ** Horrid old 
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thing, I thought she was half-tipsy. There, 
I believe she is aetually going to speak to us ! " 

And indeed at this moment the woman 
began wriggling and elbowing her way 
through tlie erowd to where Mr. Eden's trap 
had eome to a momentary stand-still. But a 
sudden gap in the bloek of earriages enabled 
the skilful driver to slip away ; in another 
instant Geraldine and Barbara were deseend- 
ing in front of the Town Hall, and the old 
woman was hidden from sight by the speetators 
who elosed in between. 

It was a gay seene that met their eyes 
as they turned into the room where the 
prettily deeorated stalls were ranged round 
the walls, and the spaee between was rapidly 
filling with groups of merry ehatterers. 
Geraldine and Barbara began to feel a little 
bewildered by the noise and movement going 
on around them, but Mr. Eden skilfully 
piloted them aeross the room, and introdueed 
them to Lady Drummond. 

That lady, in a well-fitting dress of moss- 
green velvet, honoured them with a stare 
whieh was at first slightly supereilious, but 
afterwards intended to be graeious. 

'*So good of you to eome," she murmured 
in a tone of conventional politeness, with an 
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inward shudder over the gawkiness of Barbara. 
Her nimble blaek eyes took stoek of every- 
thing — the provincial cutof Geraldines gown, 
the oId-fashioned shape of Barbara s hat — the 
stifr shyness of the younger girl, and the 
almost brilliant beauty of the elder one. The 
drive through the fresh Oetober air had 
tinged Geraldine's eheeks with a IoveIy rose 
eolour, and with her beautiful eyes and wavy 
ehestnut hair she looked the handsomest 
woman in the room. 

Lady Drummond devoted herself to being 
amiable, although Barbara, sharper-eyed than 
her sister, eould deteet a eertain amount of 
patronage underlying her suavity, whieh 
roused all her girlish impatienee and indigna- 
tion. Geraldine, more seeure in her own 
powers, and consequentIy less seIf-conscious 
than Barbara, merely thought she was kind — • 
a little artificial, perhaps, with a smile more of 
the lips than of the eyes, but still pleasant 
enough to speak to, and indeed quite friendly. 
She introdueed Mrs. King to several of her 
acquaintances who eame to patronise her stall, 
and altogether Geraldine began to enjoy 
herself, and to feel Aatteringly eonseious that 
she was reeeiying a good deal of attention. 

In the intervals of attending to the 
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eustomers they had time for plenty of dis- 
jointed conversation. Lady Drummond, of 
eourse, knew every one present, and she 
amused Geraldine by giving her a deseription 
of most of them. What she said was very 
entertaining, and Geraldine found herself 
laughing over many remarks that in her 
ealmer moments she might have eonsidered 
both spiteful and untrue. 

**And so you are staying at Pineeross?" 
said Lady Drummond, presently, in a voice 
whieh betrayed nothing of the euriosity she 
really felt. ** Mr. Eden told me Mr. King 
was living there.*' 

" Yes,*' said Geraldine. " We have been 
there nearly three months now." 

**Ah, to be sure," said Lady Drummond, 
lightly. " I did not know Sir Raymond Lake 
intended to let the plaee." 

Geraldine looked at her. 

** Young Sir Raymond, you know, — the 
owner," exclaimed Lady Drummond. " Ah, 
Mrs. King, no doubt you ean tell me if there 
is any truth in the story — we heard the other 
day that Sir Raymond was married, and was 
aetually eoming home to live. Now, of eourse, 
you must know if this is the ease } " 

" I don't know — Tm not sure,*' faltered 
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Geraldine, as the lady paused for an answer, 
but her head was in sueh a whirl that she 
seareely knew what she was saying. ** Sir 
Raymond Lake," who was that ? As far as 
she knew she had never heard the name 
before. 

*' It is sueh a strange thing, old Sir Robert 
never earing to live at Pineeross," eontinued 
Lady Drummond, plaeidly, ** But they say 
Sir Raymond has just had the house done up 
most beautifully, so of eourse he must be 
eoming baek to live." 

" Yes, the house has been done up," said 
Geraldine, as Lady Drummond again waited 
for her to speak. 

" And you really don't know when he is 
eoming home ? " said Lady Drummond, with 
a little stare of surprise. ** Are you making a 
long stay at Pineeross ? " 

" Tm not sure,*' said Geraldine. Then she 
fortunately remembered the lesson that 
Stephen had taught her. "We are taking 
eare of it till the real owner eomes baek," she 
added in an absent, meehanieal kind of 
way. 

The lady she addressed seareely knew 
what to make of this odd young person who 
seemed to be hardly acquainted with her own 
affairs. 
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*' Ah, to be sure, Mr. King is a friend of 
Sir Raymond's, I suppose," she said ten- 
tatively. 

*' I suppose so," eehoed Geraldine, and then 
beeoming eonseious that her speeehes must 
be sounding rather silly she added with an 
effort, ** My husband does not know when 
— when Sir Raymond means to return." 

" And is he really married 'i Of eourse you 
must know that." 

" No, Tm afraid I don't," said Geraldine, 
who began to find it hard work to supply the 
biography of a man whose existence she had 
never heard of till this last hour. " To tell 
you the truth my husband rarely speaks of 
him," she ended, half-apoIogeticalIy. 

Some eustomers eoming up at that moment 
seeured her a few minutes' peaee, but presently 
Lady Drummond returned to the eharge in 
another direetion. 

'' Raymond is an old friend of mine, you 
know, so naturally I take an interest in him ; 
we played togetherasehildren," she said with 
a sentimental little smile; "he was an odd 
whimsieal boy, but there was always some- 
thing in him I liked." 

** Yes," said Geraldine. She listened, long- 
ing, yet dreading to hear what information 



1 00 GERAL DINES HUSBAND. 

Lady Drummond had to impart, but her 
expression betrayed nothing but polite in- 
terest. 

" I wonder if he will be mueh ehanged," 
eontinued her tormenter; "sueh a mop of 
eurly red hair as he used to have, and sueh 
big brown eyes ! But it is quite ages sinee I 
saw him last. When Lady Lake died Sir 
Robert went abroad, and of eourse Ray went 
with him, and I have never seen him sinee. 
Pineeross was shut up, and it was really 
pitiable to see how it was allowed to run 
to ruin. They say Sir Robert never liked 
the plaee ; his brother's death was a shoek to 
him, and then his wife died, and all." 

** How did his brother die.»^*' asked Geral- 
dine. 

*' Oh, very sadly, I believe — thrown from 
his horse and killed on the spot. It was before 
my day, of eourse,*' said Lady Drummond, 
eomplaeently. " Wilfrid, a wild young felIow 
he was, and always getting into serapes. 
Perhaps it was just as lueky he died when he 
did," added the lady piously, ** for they say 
he aetually got engaged to some gamekeeper's 
daughter, over Beekley way, and if he hadn't 
died just when he did, he would eertainly 
havd married the girl, and fancy how awk- 
ward that would have been\" 
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** Very," said Geraldine, 

" A gamekeeper's daughter positively Lady 
Lake and mistress of Pineeross ! " said Lady 
Drummond, revelling in the horror of it 
** However, it all turned out well, as it 
happened. The girl was sent away to 
relations in the North, and apparently soon 
forgot her fancy. At any rate we heard that 
she afterwards married one of her own elass. 
And as for poor Wilfrid, he died, as you 
know." 

** And so Wilfrid's brother Robert beeame 
the heir ? " said Geraldine, with an eagerness, 
that she did not analyse, to learn all partieulars 
of the family history. 

**Yes, old Sir Stephen was alive then ; 
he never eould forgive Robert for being the 
one to live, for he simply worshipped his 
eldest son, They say that when that girl died 
— the gamekeeper's daughter, I mean, who 
afterwards married the sailor — and her hus- 
band was lost at sea, he took the ehild under 
his own eare, and had him brought up almost 
like a gentleman. AU the Lakes were quite 
mad in one way or another. Anything that 
had ever had any eonneetion with Wilfrid 
was treasured by old Sir Stephen in the most 
absurd fashion ; his horse, his dog, his room 
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at Pineeross, the very elothes he wore, his 
books and his papers, no one must go n«ar 
them, mueh less toueh them ! And so just 
beeause onee upon a time Wilfrid had liked 
the mother of this boy, Sir Stephen burdened 
himself with looking after him, and utterly 
spoilt him by taking him out of his proper 
position in Iife." 

" A great mistake/' agreed Geraldine 
hastily, as Lady Drummond paused to take 
breath. 

" Well, what was I saying ? oh, yes. about 
that young — young — I deelare Tye forgotten 
his name, but it doesn't matter. Well, when 
Sir Stephen died, Robert was just as foolish. 
Instead of sending the boy about his business, 
he aetually kept him on in the house, and I 
have heard sinee, made him his own private 
seeretary or something. Sueh ridieulous 
nonsense, with all the boy's eommon relations 
Iiving not ten miles off ! " 

*' Yes, very absurd," said Geraldine. 

" But this, you know, happened more than 
twenty years ago, let me see, yes, quite 
twenty-five years ago sinee Robert Lake's 
wife died and he went abroad with little Ray. 
Dear me, how time flies! To think that I 
Aare /2ever seen them sinee. Robert was as 
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mad as all the other Lakes, and I suppose 
Raymond is the same. I ean't believe that 
after all these years Raymond is really eoming 
home to Hve. But I am boring you, Mrs. 
King, with all my gossip." 
^ *'Not at all/' returned Geraldine. She 
longed to be alone, and to think the whole 
matter out ealmly, and yet she eould not rest 
without seeking more information. Strange 
new possibilities were whirling in her brain ; 
she seemed a different ereature from the 
light-hearted Geraldine who had driven that 
morning through the erisp Oetober air. Who, 
and where was this Sir Raymond, of whom 
she had heard for the first time this morning — 
her eheeks erimsoned with excitement, but 
ds yet she seareely dared to put even into 
thought the ideas that Aashed aeross her mind. 
Stranger things had happened — all the Lakes 
were eeeentrie — why might it not have seized 
the whim of one of them to return as a 
stranger to his native plaee ? There would 
be the wish to avoid a fuss, — the desire to see 
for himself how matters stood without a formal 
reeognition as master. The more she allowed 
herself to think of it, the less unlikely it 
seemed, and as she moved baekwards and 
forwards that day busy with her work, there 
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was a lightness in her step, and a flush in her 
eheeks, and a sparkle in her eyes that added 
immeasurably to her beauty, and sprang from 
her excitement within. 

Lady Drummond was pleased to imagine 
that she had taken **an immense fancy" to 
young Mrs, King, and hearing on all sides 
the Aattering opinions that were expressed 
about her she determined to take her under 
her speeial proteetion and ** make her the 
fashion," before any one else thought of doing 
the same thing. 

" Now you really must promise to eome 
and see me in my little plaee," she said im- 
pressively. ** Of eourse, after Pineeross, you 
will think nothing of Holmwood, but my 
husband is very proud of his grape-vines, 
and I think I ean promise you some peaehes 
and bananas that you will find difficult to 
beat." 

Geraldine promised smilingly. She was 
not espeeially taken by Lady Drummond, but 
of eourse one must pay one's duty to soeiety, 
and this was the first step into that enehanted 
world. 

"And bring your sister too," eontinued 
Lady Drummond graeiously, as Barbara stood 
rather sulkily by, while Geraldine responded 
to all this ** Aummery." 
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** Thank you," replied Geraldine, with an 
inward memorandum to rebuke Bab after- 
wards for her ehildish ill-temper. 

There were plenty of other people disposed 
to be agreeable to the **pretty Mrs. King," 
and before they Ieft the bazaar that afternoon 
Geraldine had not only promised to visit 
several of them, but had also boldly issued 
some invitations on her own aeeount. Lady 
Drummond had expressed sueh an open 
desire to see " dear old Pineeross " again, 
that Geraldine begged her to fix any 
afternoon to eome and have tea with her. 
It was arranged, therefore, that on the day 
after the next Lady Drummond and one or 
two other ladies were- to go to Pineeross, and 
then Geraldine bade her new friends an 
affectionate good-bye, and onee more taking 
her seat in Mr. Eden's dog-eart was whirled 
home. 

It was a far more silent drive than the one 
in the morning; Barbara was tired, and 
inelined to be eross and sareastie, and 
Geraldine's thoughts were busy with the 
conversation she had had with Lady Drum- 
mond. She roused herself, however, to 
thank the elergyman pleasantly for all the 
trouble he had taken for them, and begged 
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him to join the party on the following 
Saturday. 

As the girls passed through the hall, the 
letter addressed to Stephen was lying on the 
table. To Geraldine it was invested now 
with a strange new interest ; she took it up, 
and looked at it euriously. The outside 
betrayed nothing, but what of the inner 
kernel ? Gould she only but read this she 
felt that all her perplexities would be solved — 
if only Stephen — 

** Are you going to forward that ? " 
Barbara's voice broke harshly in upon her 
meditations. 

" No — how ean I ? '' said Geraldine starting, 
and dropping it hastily. " Stephen has sent 
me no address/' 

"Why dont you open it?" said Barbara, 
mischievously. 

** I don't open other .people's letters," 
returned Geraldine, with dignity. 

" Not even your husband's ?*' said thegirl, 
teasingly. '* I say Gherry, where does Blue- 
beard keep his eupboard ? " 
' ** Don t be idiotie,*' said Geraldine, who 
was in no mood for joking. 

" But do tell me,'* persisted Barbara. 
'* Has he left.the keysbehind him, or perhaps 
Ae W3is afraid to trust you m\.\v \.Vv^m? " 
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Geraldine made no answer, but began 
slowly to mount the stairs. 

Barbara folIowed, swinging her hat by the 
elastie. Suddenly she stopped, seized with a 
wieked inspiration. 

** I know!" she eried triumphantly ; — "I 
know Bluebeard's eupboard — that old ehest 
in the library, Gherry ! '* 





GHAPTER VIII. 

AKTERNOON TEA, AND AN UNINYITED GUEST. 

F you please m'm, there's an old 
woman at the door, asking for 
the master. I told her he was 
away from home, and she says ean't we tell 
her when he's eoming baek, as she wants to 
see him pertikler." 

Geraldine looked up from the bowl of 
Aowers she was arranging. 

** What does she want with him, Matilda ? 
Ask her to leave a message. Tell her I 
ean t say when Mr. King is eoming baek." 

The housemaid retired, but returned in a 
moment a httle abashed. 

" She says she won t give no message to 
me, ma'am. She wants to know if you will 
speak to her." 

Geraldine glaneed at the eloek. It was 
already a. quarter to four ; she had stili some 
arrangements^to make, and any moment her 
yisitors might arrive. 
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** I doubt whether she's quite right in her 
head, ma am," said the maid, observing her 
hesitation. ** Hadn't I better say you are 
engaged ? " 

" Yes, that will be best,'* agreed Geraldine ; 
** I have no time to see anyone to-day. 
Tell her to eall again/' 

Matilda diseharged her duty by marehing 
to the front door, and saying with a pert little 
toss of her smart eap, 

** Missis is engaged — ean t be bothered by 
the Hkes of you. Call again another day ; 
and next time, old lady, perhaps I may point 
out as the servants' entranee is over there." 

The person addressed, an old woman with 
fierce dark eyes and untidy loeks of white 
hair, glared at the maid till the girl almost 
shrunk away with fear. 

** None of your impertinenee, miss,'* she 
said, " or you and your missis too may find 
you are in the wrong box when you insult 
Mrs. Rebeeea Starling. Tell her ril eall 
again, — oh yes, l'll be sure to eall again on 
ihe good kind lady, and oh, won t she be 
glad to see me, just } " 

She ended in a tone of bitter irony, and 
turned away, but unable to eontain her wrath 
eame up again to where Matilda stood wateh- 
ing her. 
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" Oh yes, of eourse, my lady is mueh too 
fine and busy to see a poor old body like me. 
Tm only a poor old working-woman, I am — 
got to earn my own Iiving, but ilext time I 
eome I warrant she'U Aave to listen to me. 
Tm not going to be put off and put off, and 
me with five mile to walk before I ean even 
get home, and with never a bite nor sup to 
keep me from fainting on the way." 

Her voice was sinking into the professionaI 
beggar's whine, but at this moment Matilda 
saw Lady Drummond's earriage approaeh- 
ing, and resolved to get rid of her at all 
hazards. 

*' Look here, you*d best be off quietly/' 
she said, hastily ; " eome to-morrow, and 
perhaps Mrs. King will see you, but she's 
expecting eompany this afternoon. There, 
there's sixpence to get yourseIf something to 
eat ; now do be off, there's a good soul.*' 

"Mrs. Rebeeea Starling" poeketed the 
money, and hobbled away, muttering and 
growling to herself. As the earriage passed 
her in the avenue the ladies looked out, and 
laughed to eaeh other with a little shudder 
of disgust over the ** horrible old ereature." 

" She looks just like a witeh ; I wonder if 
she would tell us our fortunes ! " eried Hester 
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Grashaw. ** Mr, Trevor, do you believe in 
fortune-telHng ? " 

** Oh, devoutly," answered the gentleman 
addressed. " rve had mine told several 
times ; it's always different ; and it invariably 
eomes true." 

Miss Grashaw looked a little mystiiied. 
She never knew whether Mr. Trevor was 
joking or in earnest. Hesaidsueh ridieulous 
things, and yet his face was always grave. 

*^ Now look and admire the front of the 
house," said Lady Drummond, who had 
apparently taken Pineeross under her pro- 
teetion, and intended to do the honours of it. 
** The arehiteeture is mixed, of eourse, but 
that wing is pure Jacobean." 

" It's a picturesque old plaee/' said Mrs. 
Merton dispassionately. Mrs. Merton lived 
in a street in London, where there were 
a hundred and fifty houses in a flat row, 
with nothing to distinguish one from another 
except the numbers on the doors. 

" It s a lovely old plaee ! " amended Miss 
Grashaw, enthusiastieally. 

Owen Trevor looked and said nothing, but 
he thought the time would indeed have been 
far distant when he eould have given Geral- 
dine a house like this to live in. Well, she 
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had aeted wisely for herself in marrying 
Stephen King. He was surprised to find 
how unexcited he felt at the thought of 
seeing her again. 

But now the earriage had stopped at the 
door, and he was helping the ladies out, and 
following them aeross the spaeious hall. 
Then eame a confused murmur of greeting, 
and Lady Drummond's eomplaeent little 
speeeh, " Mrs. King, I have brought an old 
friend to see you," was drowned in a rap- 
turous rush from Barbara and a delighted 
exclamation, " Owen, you here," and a quieter 
but warm weleome from Geraldine. 

But never eontent to be long in the baek- 
ground, Lady Drummond began to explain 
effusively, how she was sure dear Mrs. King 
would not mind her bringing Mn Trevor 
without an invitation, it was so fortunate he 
just happened to be staying with them — he 
had no idea Mrs. King was settled in that 
part of the world, and it was sueh a good 
excuse for ealling on her — 

** I shouldn t think Owen would need mueh 

excuse for ealling on usl' broke in Barbara, 

bluntly, but Lady Drummond smiled indul- 

gently and let the matter pass. 

Geraldine was really glad to see her old 
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friend again, and after the first few minutesthey 
found themselves ehatting away quite happily 
and unembarrassed. Thelast few months had 
ehanged them both, Owen was graver and 
sterner than the boyish young feIlow she had 
known of yore, with an air of self-contained 
strength that beeame him very well. Geral- 
dine, in addition to her old expression of 
independenee, seemed to have gained a 
softer mode of speeeh, and was less ag- 
gressively self-assertive. Eaeh tliought the 
other improved, and yet Owen felt no 
return of his boyish love, and Geraldine 
wondered what she eould ever have found 
attractive in Owen's eolourless hair and 
eyes and lanky figure, 

Pollowing Lady Drummond eame some 
other visitors, Mr. Eden, and two more 
ladies whom Geraldine had met at the 
bazaar, the Misses Vickery, generally known 
as Miss Anne and Miss Dally. The full 
name of the latter was " Dalmatia," but it 
was eonsidered too imposing for daily use, 
and the gentle little lady was known all 
over the neighbourhood as Miss Dally. 
Both sisters were small and neat and prim, 
very kind-hearted and inelined to gossip, and 
always dressed exactly alike. They eame 

H 
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of an old family, and were well-edueated, but 
a eonstant habit of deferring every opinion 
to her elder sister had given Miss Dally 
a nervous, hesitating manner, and Miss 
Anne was generally eonsidered to be the 
clever, eapable one, who managed all the 
eoneerns of the household. Aeeording to 
their eustom, on the present oeeasion they 
kept up a duet of praises on everything 
around them, the pretty garden, the delieious 
tea, the bowl of beautiful ehrysanthemums, — 
everything eame in for its share of admira- 
tion. 

By and bye, when her guests had had tea, 
Geraldine, in response to one or two rather 
broad hints, offered to take anyone who eared 
for it over the house. Her proposal was 
aeeepted with eagerness, and a few minutes 
later the deserted eorridors and empty rooms 
were ringing with the unusual sound of 
merry voices. But in her office as eieerone 
Geraldine soon found herse]f eelipsed by 
Lady Drummond, who knew far more about 
the plaee than she did, and after starting 
by putting her right on several points 
gradually usurped the whole matter to 
herself. 

** Ah, and so these are the late Lady 
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Lake's apartments/' she remarked, as Geral- 
dine opened the Arst door of a suite of three 
or four rooms ; '* how prettily they have all 
been re-furnished ! I suppose Sir Raymond 
has had them prepared for his wife. By-the- 
bye, Mrs. King, did 1 tell you that it is true 
that he is married ? " 

" No, is it ? " replied Geraldine. She 
hoped fervently that Lady Drummond was 
not going to torment her again about that 
mysterious Raymond Lake, but it was too 
favourable an opportunity for airing her 
knowledge for that lady to let slip. 

" Yes, rve had it on the best authority. 
And I believe he is really thinking now of 
eoming home to settle onee more in the old 
plaee." 

"You will be sorry to Ieave this," said 
Owen to Geraldine. 

" It is a pretty plaee," she answered. 
Then to turn the conversation, she said, " I 
did not know you knew Lady Drummond." 

" I knew her husband, Sir William, up in 
the north. I have eome to Holmwood to 
eonsult with him about some engineering 
work." 

" And how are you getting on ? " asked 
Gherry. 
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It was like old times again to have the 
ehanee of a ehat with Owen, even in this 
uneongenial atmosphere of lady visitors and 
afternoon tea. 

"Oh, very well/' said Owen, modestly, 
He had just been offered a very good appoint- 
ment, but he did not intend to diseuss his 
private affairs before this mixed assembly. 
*' What a splendid view you have from here,'* 
he went on, pulling aside the eurtain that 
half eoneealed a wide low window-seat. 

" Splendid — beautiful — very pretty," mur- 
mured Miss Dally, in her thin, high 
voice. 

" Yes ; that is Berkshire over there," said 
Geraldine ; ** though Pineeross is always sup- 
posed to be in Hampshire. You see we are 
on the borders of the two eounties. Eversley 
and Bramshill are in the other direetion." 

**Wewere up on Bramshill Gommon the 
other day," said Trevor. " By Jove, if 
there isn*t that old witeh eoming up the 
avenue again ! She seems to haunt this 
house, eherry.'* 

Geraldine looked out of the window, whieh 
was just over the front door, and saw a figure 
whom she recognized, approaehing. For 
the moment she, Owen Trevor, and Miss 
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Dally were standing alone, the others having 
followed Lady Drummond into the next 
room, 

Mrs. Rebeeea Starling's long loeks were 
Aoating in the wind, she earried the remnant 
of a blaek erape bonnet in her hand, and her 
steps were seareely as steady as befitted a 
respeetable old working-woman who had five 
miles to walk home. 

With a strange feeling of uneasiness, 
Geraldine recognized her as the woman who 
had ealled some days ago to see Stephen, 
and whom she had afterwards seen in the 
street in front of the bazaar at Eastehureh. 

Matilda's eharitable gift of sixpence had 
apparently been expended somewhat in- 
judiciously, and Mrs. Starling had returned 
in a more intraetable spirit than she had gone 
away, 

In answer to her vigorous peal at the 
visitors' bell, Matilda appeared at the front 
door, and then ensued a conversation whieh 
was painfully audible to the ^ people in 
the room above the poreh, for Owen 
had opened the window to see the view 
better. 

** Look here, what do you mean by eoming 
and making sieh a disturbanee for?'* de* 
manded the irate Matilda, 
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** None of your imperenee, young person, 
for I aint a-going to stand it," was the 
dignified retort, with a slightly undeeided 
wobble of the head. ** You go and fetch 
your missis, young woman, for I don't intend 
to treat with no go-betweens." 

" My missis, indeed ! " said Matilda, with a 
snifif of seorn, " Likely, isn't it, as she'U 
eome and speak to sieh a person as you ? 
Fah ! you ought to be ashamed of yourself, 
that you ought! — a person at your time o' 
life ! Now, be off quietly, there's a good 
soul ; least said, soonest mended." 

" No, and I just won't be off then," eried the 
old woman, in a shrill seream. **Mrs. King 
had better eome down and speak to me, or 
rU go straight in all among her grand 
eompany folks, and make her hear, so go and 
tell her that, if you like. Things has eome 
to a pretty pass indeed, if Tm not to be 
allowed to speak to my own Stephen's 
wife ! " 

AU the eolour died out of Geraldine's 
face ; she stood as if turned to stone while 
the woman poured forth her ha]f-tipsy 
torrent of words. But when the end of the 
speeeh was reaehed it seemed as though 
she were suddenly stung baek to life again. 
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She gave a desperate glanee round ; no one 
was near except Owen and Miss Dally. 
. *' I had better go and speak to the 
crazy old ereature/* she said, with a supreme 
effort at self-control, and she passed swifdy 
away before any one else notieed her 
absenee. 

The two left waiting heard an exclamation 
from the woman beneath, and then Owen 
said earelessly, 

" I suppose this may as well be shut," 
and he dragged the lattiee window to, and 
latehed it ; and Miss Dally, making no eom- 
nient on what had passed, was suddenly seized 
with an absorbing euriosity to examine some 
old ehina in a eabinet When the others, a 
few minutes later, streamed noisily baek to 
look for them they found Miss Dally listen- 
ing meekly to a slightly ineoherent leeture 
from Owen on the respective merits of 
Wedgwood, " Dragon Derby," " Grown 
Ghelsea," in whieh he contrived to make 
the most excruciating blunders, while Miss 
Dally was too bewildered to set him 
right, as she eould have done in every 
partieular. 

Geraldine, leaving the room, ran rapidly 
down the stairs, and aeross the hall. 
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** Come in," she said, sternly, and eheeking 
with an imperious movenient both the maid s 
attempt at an explanation, and the woman's 
outburst of ehatter. *' Come in here." 

She opened the door of a little morning- 
room, and shut it abruptly behind the baek 
of her strange visitor. 

•* Who are you, and what do you want ? " 
she asked in a harsh, strained voice. " How 
dare you eome day after day bothering 
here ? " 

AIl the old woman's determination seemed 
to have Ieft her, and she stood eowering in 
her miserable old age before the imperious 
young beauty. 

" Don't be angry, dearie, don't be angry,'* 
she said in a quavering voice. ** I wouldn't 
go for to offend you, not for worlds. Don t 
be angry with a poor old soul, dearie. And 
don t tell Stephen of me, will you now ? " she 
ended coaxingly. 

Geraldine felt a little shiver of disgust pass 
over her as the woman spoke. 

" What is your name ? " she asked. 

•* Rebeeea Starling — old Rebeeea, Iovey, 
that lives by Beekley Wood," was the glib 
answer. "A poor honest old working- 
woman, that never does harm to no one, and 
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only just tries to pay her own way in the 
world." 

** And why do you eome here ? " 

** And where should I go unless to see my 
own boy Steve? My little baby that I 
brought up when his own mother died and 
left him to strangers! But Steve's a 
fine gentleman now, he don't eare no more 
for his poor old Grannie, he don't," she 
murmured in a maudlin voice, pretending to 
wipe away a tear from one eye, but stealthily 
regarding Geraldine all the time with the 
other. 

** Stephen ? What Stephen are you speak- 
ing of ?" said Geraldine, eoldly. 

** My boy Stephen, to be sure ; Stephen 
King," said the woman ; " my girl Joanna's 
ehild, whose father was a sailor, and lost 
at sea, and him but an innoeent little babe. 
Ah, where would he be now but for his poor 
despised old grannie ? '* 

Geraldine pressed her hand to her fore- 
head ; she seemed stupid from bewilderment. 

** I don't understand," she said faintly. 
This awful old ereature eould never be 
meaning to tell her that Stephen, her 
Stephen, the master of Pineeross, was grand- 
son to tipsy old Rebeeea Starling ! She 
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would awake presently and find it all a 
dream. And then she suddenly remembered 
her guests up-stairs, and felt the disgraceful 
knowledge must be kept from them at all 
hazards. 

They would be asking for her, wondering 
what had beeome of her. 

With a sudden resolution Geraldine pointed 
to a ehair. 

** Sit down there. Don't move till I eome 
baek. Do you hear me } Don t dare to stir 
a step until I eome baek." 

** No, no, lovey, / won't move," said Mrs. 
Starling soothingly. " Don t be angry with 
poor old Rebeeea." 

Geraldine erossed the hall with a firm step, 
but when she reaehed the foot of the stairs 
her eourage failed. The wall seemed to 
reel, and she had to grasp the bannisters, and 
stand for a moment to recover herself. 

" It eant be true — it ean't be true," she 
thought desperately. ** He eould never, 
never have the heart to deceive me like this ! 
Oh, Stephen, Stephen." 

A gay voice sounded above her ; down the 
stairs eame a merry group laughing and 
talking. 

" Mrs. King, we have been quite envying 
you your house,'* eried Hester Grashaw. 
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'* Yes, indeed; quite an interesting old 
plaee," said Mrs. Merton, with lady-like 
patronage. 

Miss Anne and Miss Dally twittered forth 
a ehorus of subdued and somewhat ineoherent 
rapture, till they were effectually overwheImed 
by Lady Drummond's deep and sonorous 
tones. 

" It has been a great treat, I do assure you, 
Mrs. King, to see dear old Pineeross again. 
Old assoeiations, you know — dear old 
memories ! " 

She pressed Geraldine's hand with senti- 
mental fervour and uplifted eyebrows, and 
sailed forth to enter her earriage. 

Mr. Eden flew forward to assist the ladies. 
For a moment Owen Trevor's eyes met 
Geraldine's, and seemed to seareh her through 
and through. 

Among all the eompany he was the only 
one to notiee traees of the mental strain she 
was undergoing — he saw the lips eompressed 
almost to a straight line — the seared, hunted 
look in the wide grey eyes. 

A mute question and answer passed 
between them, — an offer of assistanee on his 
part, a seareely pereeptible shake of the 
head on hers. The next instant he had 
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followed the others into Lady Drummond's 
earriage, but Hester Grashaw thought that 
the clever young engineer made after all but 
a dull eompanion, and that the drive home 
was remarkably long and tedious. 

The Holmwood party having taken their 
leave, there still remained the Misses Vickery 
and Mr. Eden. As the good little ladies 
stood and talked on and on, while every 
moment Geraldine expected some horrible 
diselosure to emerge from the shut door of 
the morning-room, the girl felt as if she 
must seream out to them to go. It is doubtful 
how long they would have stood in the hall, 
or in the garden, if the sharp-sighted elergy- 
man had not taken pity on the young hostess's 
white eheeks and knitted brow, and earried 
them off almost by main force. 

"We have tired you to death, Mrs. 
King," he said in his abrupt yet eourteous 
manner, that brought the foolish tears into 
Geraldine's hot eyes. Owen was good and 
true ; Mr. Eden was good and true, a man to . 
be implieitly trusted, she felt, looking up into 
the kind and rugged face. Was it only her 
husband — her Stephen that eould eheat and 
deceive ? 

It was a strange tbing, if she had eome to 
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eonsider it, that never for a moment did she 
doubt the truth of what the old woman had 
told her. Some instinet deep hidden in her 
heart rose up and deelared that Stephen 
King was a traitor. 

** I shall never forgive him — neyer^' she 
thought with denehed teeth. 

" Yes, Miss Dally, the leaves are really very 
late this year," she said, aloud. " What was I 
saying.'^ Oh yes, I shall be delighted to 
eome and see you. So glad you eould eome 
to-day ! Good-bye, good-bye ! " 

It was over at last : they were all gone, 
all except Barbara, who rushed off in a sudden 
madeap raee with Laddie, the beautiful eollie 
that Stephen had given to his wife only a 
fortnight before. 

Geraldine drew a long breath ; she must 
face it now, and hear the worst. Before 
Rebeeea Starling left the house Geraldine 
resolved to learn from her every episode 
in her husbands past Iife that the old 
woman eould tell. Then — then it would be 
for her to summon all her pride and eourage 
and strength, and deeide how to aet One 
thing she was resoIved She would never 
forgive Stephen — never, never, never. 

** If Miss Barbara eomes in, tell her I am 
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engaged for a few minutes," she said quietly, 
meeting Matilda in the hall. 

Then she opened the door of the morning- 
room, went in, and shut it behind her. 





GHAPTER IX. 



" TURN, FORTUNE, TURN THY WHEEL, 
AND LOWER THE PROUD." 



>T was all told. Patiently, quietly, 
with judicial eoldness and deeision, 
Geraldine had disentangled the 
facts from Mrs. Starling s wordy and confused 
narrative, BrieAy stated they were as 
follows : 

Stephen King was her grandson, the ehild 
of her daughter Joanna, who had gone to 
York, married, lost her husband, and died 
there. The grand-parents had sent for the 
baby to Beekley, and his first years were 
spent in the gamekeeper s eottage, By-and- 
bye SirStephen up at the Hall (by whieh she 
meant Pineeross) hearing wonderful reports 
of the little lad's cleverness, and taking a 
great interest in him, sent him to a good 
sehool, and had him well-edueated. Sir 
Stephen's son, Robert, eontinued what his 
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father began, and presently took the boy 
into his own household, and on the death 
of his wife, when he Ieft Pineeross to live 
abroad, the boy had gone with him. Sir 
Robert was dead now, and she fancied 
Stephen did not get on so well with Raymond, 
the son — not but what Sir Raymond thought 
a deal of Stephen, too, for when the latter 
eame to England, it was with a good salary, 
and as Sir Raymond's appointed manager of 
Pineeross. 

At this point in her narrative Mrs. Starling 
thought it proper to squeeze forth a few tears, 
and lament the evil effects prosperity had 
wrought upon her boy Steve. Chief among 
these she reekoned his relentless harshness to 
his poor old Grannie, whom he had ehosen 
to forbid to eome to Pineeross. It was a 
very immaterial eireumstanee, whieh she did 
not think worth mentioning, that Stephen had 
settled her comfortabIy in a snug little eottage 
at Beekley, and was paying her a weekly sum 
that should have allowed her to Iive in ease 
at her leisure. But the "Three Growns" 
was apt to absorb a good deal of Mrs. 
Starling's spare eash, and before the end of 
the week she was usually in difficulties. 

To Geraldine in her present mood this was 
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but another proof of her husband's heartless- 
ness and eruelty. 

'* Yes, I ean believe anythlng of him — ^any- 
thing — after the way he has treated me, the 
woman he professed to love I " she thought 
bitterly. 

Mrs» Starling had made several unsuccessful 
attempts to see Stephen, her object being to 
beg for a larger allowanee. But still being in 
eonsiderable awe of him, and terribly afraid of 
his displeasure, her first visits to Pineeross 
had been anything but satisfactory. Not 
knowing that he was married it had been 
quite a shoek to her to see Geraldine, and she 
had seuttled away in great alarm; but 
presently thinking the matter over, her 
eunnlng nature discovered that in his wife 
she had a splendid hold over her grandson. 
He had evidently not told her of his family 
relations, and it would be an easy matter to 
threaten him with making herself known 
unless he ehoose to give her what she 
wanted. 

Not that she really intended to do this, but 
on the present oeeasion the eomblned effects 
of an unpaid baker's bill, Matilda s imperr 
tinenee, and two " three penn rths " of rum, 
had proved too mueh for her weak and 
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excitable brain, and she determined to do two 
things, revenge her own injured dignity, and 
try to work on young Mrs. Kings pity by a 
reeital of all her woes. 

Geraldine heard her with stately eom- 
posure, and was seareely affected by them to 
the extent Mrs. Starling had hoped. The 
more whining and suppliant the old ereature 
beeame, the more detestable she seemed to 
Geraldine, and by some hidden law, the more 
hateful to her grew her own husband. She 
even felt with a little shudder of horror that 
she eould deteet a likeness between the dark 
eyes of this woman's and Stephen's, and 
eertainly the areh of the brow was undeniably 
the same. 

" I will see what ean be done for you," she 
said, when at last Mrs. Starling eame to a 
pause. " But you must go away now, and 
never eome near the plaee again. Do you 
hear ? The very first time you set foot in 
Pineeross again, from> that moment I refuse 
to help you with a farthing. Do you under- 
stand .^ '* 

" Yes, dear lady, I understand," eried the 
woman with trembling eagerness. " Not a 
step inside the grounds will I ever eome 
again. It*s only tosee my dear boy Steve as 
brought up when his own mother — " 
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** That will do," said Geraldine impatiently. 
" Now go. ril think what's best to be done." 

" But you're never going to send a poor old 
body away with never a bite or a sup, and me 
with five miles to walk/' began the eunning 
whine again, " and old enough as it might be in 
a manner of a way to be your own grand- 
mother — " 

Geraldine sprang to her feet, her eyes 
blazing. 

"Silenee. Go!*' Say another word and 
you shall starve in the diteh before I help 
you." 

Utterly erushed, and too overwheImed to 
speak even an apology, the woman shuffled 
out of the room. Geraldine foIIowed her to 
the door, saw her totter a few steps down the 
avenue, then turned and ran to the kitehen. 

" Quick, Ellen ! I want some food, please, 
for an old woman.*' 

She seized a Ioaf from the dresser, and the 
eook brought in meat and eheese from the 
larder. Wrapping these in a newspaper she 
hastened after her visitor, and overtook her 
before she reaehed the gate. 

** There,*' she said, thrusting them into her 
hands. ** Now don't let me see your face 
again." 
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Mrs. Rebeeea Starling, her eyes staring, 
her arms full of the great untidy pareel, stood 
watehing her as she sped baek along the 
avenue. 

" My, but youVe got a proud spirit and a 
nasty unruly tongue, my young lady ! ** she 
muttered, with an ugly leer on her wrinkled 
face. *' But rU bring'em down, rUbring 'em 
down! Pride goes before a fall, my young 
beauty, and all your pretty looks and grand 
ways shan't save you from that. * A *aughty 
spirit before destruetion,' that's Bible-truth, 
that is, and no one ean t gainsay that. It's 
all bound to eome true, parson says the Bible 
always do," she ehuekled with horrible satis- 
faction, Then with sudden moral indignation, 
" And to think of the meanness of her too! 
Never even a penny-pieee to help a poor old 
body on her way, and me just dropping with 
thirst. Ah, 'twould be a hard, hard world to 
some of us poor souls, if we didn't have our 
own eonseienees to help us forward, and say, 
* Never mind, you're just as good as them, 
you are, though you don't wear purple and 
fine linen : you'll get your reward in the next 
world, and then you ean have a fine laugh at 
them ; it'll be your turn, then, you know.' 
That's always what I think on when I see 
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your grand ladies Aounee by in their earriages 
and spatter with mud poor old Rebeeea 
Starllng, who's only a honest old working- 
woman as tries to pay her own way in the 
world." 

Comforting herself with these reflections 
Rebeeea trudged on her way, and in eourse 
of time reaehed the ** Three Growns " at 
Beekley, where a eharrtable neighbour treated 
her to a "nip," just to prevent the eold a 
settling on her Iiver, as it was apt to do five 
days in the week. 

As Geraldine entered the house her eyes fell 
again on the letter that had eome for Stephen. 
She had waited for a day or two before 
sending it on, as at first Stephen had omitted. 
by ehanee or design, to send his address, and 
then hearing he was to return very soon she 
had left it with other letters and papers for 
him on the hall-table. Now seeing it, she 
took it up, and without a moment*s hesitation 
broke the seal . 

** Dear Stephen '* (it ran) 

" From my last you will be expecting that we 
are to winter abroad, but again our plans are altered. 
We have deeided to return to England at onee, so you may 
look out for us towards the end of the month. I am sorry 
the house is not yet finished, but as the outside repairs 
are probably eorapleted by this time, no doubt we shall be. 
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able to manage. Fletcher's terms seera pretty heavy, 
but we ean talk them over when I eome. Enelosed 
please find quarterly cheque. 

" Yours faithfully, 

**RAYMOND LAKE, 

** We have deeided to leave here on the 2oth, and 
travelling slowly, with various stoppages, will probably 
reaeh home on the 26th. My wife is longing to see 
Pineeross ; I left it so young that I ean seareely tell her 
mueh about it'* 

Enelosed was a cheque for £(>2 los. 

Geraldine folded up the letter, and put it 
meehanieally baek into its envelope. The 
26th "i What was to-day — the i gth — 20th — no, 
it was the twenty-first. In five more days she 
must leave Pineeross — she must go and live 
in some wretehed little eottage — every one 
would look down on her and despise her — all 
the neighbours would be talking over her, 
telling eaeh other the strange story of how she 
had tried to palm herself off as the mistress 
of Pineeross. When the Lakes eame, every 
one would know that she was only the wife 
of one of their hired servants. 

Geraldine ground her teeth in the bittemess 
of her humiliation. Already to her heated 
imagination there seemed a ehange in the 
mental atmosphere of the house. Matilda 
erossing the hall regarded her with impertinent, 
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euriosity ; as she passed the stairease window 
she saw EUen the eook gossipping at the baek 
door with the gardener and an errand-boy 
from the village. They were merely dis- 
eussing the relative merits of " Tiggin's " 
meat, and "Appleby's," but to Geraldine it 
seemed as though some part of the story 
must already be in their mouths, and she 
rang the bell sharply, and sent down a 
message that supper was to be served at onee. 

That done she loeked her door and sat 
down to think quietly, but her brain refused 
to do anything but repeat idiotieally — 

** What shall I do — what shall I do— what 
shall I do ? " 

She would leave Stephen, yes, she would 
have one last seene with him, and then she 
would go away and never see his face again. 
Where would she go ? Not baek to Grosley, 
no, not to any plaee she had even been in 
before. She would never see again any one 
she had ever known — no one should eome 
near her to pity or eondole with her in her 
degradation. 

She thought of Owen, and then in the 
niidst of her despair darted one pang of self- 
reproaeh, but as yet, even that was selfish. 

" I ought to have waited for Owen — he 
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would never have deceived me like this — if I 
had only been true to him, now I should be 
living happily," she said, and then like the 
remorseless beat of the eloek tieking away the 
hours, again the words rushed baek to her 
lips, 

" What shall I do— what shall I do ? " 

She would go to London, she would write 
novels, she would go on the stage, she would 
go out as governess, a hundred ways of 
earning money Auttered before her, and then 
a sudden thought made her bury her face in 
her hands and eolour searlet. 

*' Oh, if s hateful, hateful," she eried. ** I 
should like to die, yes I hope I will die» 
and then perhaps Stephen will be sorry he 
ever married me ! " 

Having reaehed this stage Geraldine nearly 
dissolved, but bearing in mind that there was 
supper to be faced, also Barbara and the 
servants, she ehoked baek her tears, and 
proeeeded to brush her hair, and then fearing 
that her self-control would vanish if she 
stopped alone mueh longer, she went down- 
stairs. 

Barbara's shrewd eyes rested for a minute 
on .her sister s face as they took their plaees 
at table, but she made no remark till Matilda 
had left the room. Then she said quietly — 
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** Something has happened, Geraldine. 
What is it ? " 

** Oh, nothing — nothing mueh," said Geral- 
dine. " Only I have awakened from a rooPs 
dream, and at first the shoek is a little 
bewildering." 

Then with a few brief words, she told 
Barbara the facts of the story, making out the 
ease as bad as possible against Stephen. The 
girl listened with astonishment, saying little 
till Geraldine eame to the end. Then she 
spoke. 

** I should wait and see what Stephen has 
to say for himself. It mayn't be as bad as 
that old witeh makes out." 

"Yes, but it is," eried Geraldine angrily. 
** Read that,*' and she threw Sir Raymond's 
letter aeross the table. ** That will show what 
a liar the man is. He has evidently been 
writing that the house is not yet finished, 
hoping to keep the Lakes away. Tm glad 
he is found out, Yes, Tm glad,'^ she ended 
fiercely. 

Barbara had never liked Stephen King; 
she had been indignant with him for usurping 
Owen Trevor s plaee in her sister's affection, 
and she instinctively felt there was something 
not quite straight-forward about him. But 
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it pained her to hear a wife speak of her 
husband in the tone that Gherry used, and 
she would rather have waited to hear what 
excuse Stephen eould make before eondemn- 
ing him as an absolute villain and traitor. 

At the same time Geraldine had un- 
doubtedly been hardly treated, and Barbara's 
sympathy was all with her when she spoke of 
the way in whieh Stephen had allowed her to 
imagine a falsehood while he sheltered him- 
self behind the eloak of truth in speaking of 
the " absent owner'* of Pineeross. 

He would have this handle now against 
her, that he had always said he was not 
the real master, and if Geraldine had ehosen 
to disbelieve his lightly-spoken words, why 
the fault was in her, and not in him, 

It was all a wretehed tangle. Only one 
thing was elear, — the Lakes were eoming 
home, and Stephen and Geraldine must leave 
Pineeross, and deseend to their proper posi- 
tion. In five days ! And Stephen was not 
eoming baek until Monday. For a moment 
Geraldine thought of telegraphing for him, 
but then again she felt glad that there was the 
Sunday to be quiet in and to settle her plans. 
She determined to have everything deeided 
before she spoke to Stephen, and that onee 
arranged nothing should make her alten 
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It was a miserable Sunday, outwardly all 
ealm and bright in its peaceful autumnal 
beauty, inwardly wrathful, perplexed, full of 
trouble and angry despair. Barbara went 
alone to ehureh, for Geraldine deelared she 
was not going through the moekery of the 
service while her mind was full of other 
matters. So she sat and nursed her sullen 
thoughts, while the sun shone in its erisp 
Oetober mellowness, and the birds twittered 
and ehirped in the garden, and before the 
night eame she had deeided on her eourse of 
aetion . 

" I shall never forgive him, Bab, never," 
she said solemnly. ** He had no right to 
treat me as he has done ; he deserves to be 
punished. I shall go right away and leave 
him, and I shall never eome near him again." 

*' Don't, Gherry, I don*t like to hear you," 
eried Barbara, with a quick little movement 
of disapproval. ** Don't say anything you 
will be sorry for afterwards." 

*' Sorry ! No, indeed," said Geraldine. 
" When people do wrong they deserve to be 
punished." 

She spoke in a hard, eold voice. Bab 
sighed. Matters were too entangled for her 
girlish fingers to put right, besides she did 
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sympathize heartily with her sister. But 
above Gherry's iey eoldness she eould still 
hear the voice of the vicar as it had rang 
through the ehureh that morning, ** Judge 
not, that ye be not judged, For with what 
judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged : and 
with what measure ye mete, it shall be 
measured to you again." It might be blind 
superstition, but all the same she did not like 
to hear Geraldine's harsh and bitter words. 
But this was no moment to preaeh. 

" Good-night, dear,*' she said, wistfully. 

And then Geraldine shut herself into her 
own room, and burst into a storm of tears. 
Little sleep did she get that night; the 
morning found her pale and wan, with aehing 
head and a sore heart, but never onee did her 
resolution waver. She would never forgive 
her husband. 
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GHAPTER X. 

"PEOPLE WHO DO WRONG GET PUNISHED." 



^LEASANTLY shone the setting 
sun as Stephen King walked up 
the avenue at Pineeross on the 
foIlowing day. 

He was in excellent spirits, for everything 
seemed to be going well with him. Mr. 
Perry, the London solieitor, though unable to 
give a deeided opinionas to his ultimate hope 
of sueeess, had yet been very eneouraging 
about the discovery of the letters. The 
Lakes were not to return till the spring ; in 
the meanwhile he had free aeeess to the 
papers yj. Wilfrid's room, whieh had never 
been examined sinee that young man's death, 
and it would go hard if he eould not manage 
to discover something important during the 
next six months. 

He had left hls portmanteau at the station 
to be sent on after him, and had only 
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burdened himself with the present he had 
bought in London for Geraldine. As he 
went along he amused himself with thinking 
of Cherry*s delight when he opened the 
jeweller s little box, and Aashed the pretty 
braeelet before her eyes, and snapped it 
round her slim wrist. 

Remembering the ring he had given her 
before, he had taken a good deal of trouble to 
get a braeelet to mateh, but at last he had 
sueeeeded to his own satisfaction, and the 
stones in this, — amethysts, rubies, topazes — 
were the same as in her " hearts-ease " 
engagement ring. It was really a handsome 
present, and Stephen was by no means 
uneonseious of his husbandly devotion in 
seeking to gratify his wife by sueh a gift. 

After entering the gates at Pineeross, he 
began to wonder a little that Geraldine was 
nowhere in sight ; he had taken eare to let 
her know the time when he should arrive, and 
every moment he expected to see her appear 
to weleome him. But there was no Geraldine 
at the gates, in the avenue, or even at tlie 
hall-door. 

For the first time a slight ehill fell on his 
spirits, and insensibly he hastened his steps. 
There was no Geraldine in the hall, or in 
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the Httle morning-room ; in the dining-room 
the table was set for three persons, but that, 
too, was deserted. 

** Matilda— EUen— where is Mrs. King?" 
he eried, ealling to the servants. 

" Missis is up in her own room, sir, I 
think," answered Matilda, looking a little 
astonished. 

With servants' instlnet of guessing when- 
ever there is anything unusual in a house, she 
and Ellen had already eome to the eonelusion 
there must be *' somethink up," else for why 
did missis eome down to breakfast this 
morning with her eheeks all pale, and her 
eyes all red, and why did Miss Barbara start 
off in the afternoon for a long walk all by 
herself ? Besides, there was that old woman 
on Saturday afternoon. What did she want 
eoming with her strange stories^ and why did 
missis shut herself up for hours with a crazy 
old ereature like that, instead of sending her 
'about her business ? No, you might depend 
upon it, there was something there as 
eouldn't bear looking into, and Ellen who had 
always lived in ** respeetable families " didn*t 
hold with sueh goings on, nohow. So the 
servants gossipped together, and kept an 
extra wateh on the "family," and reported 
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every little ineident to eaeh other as fuel for 
their suspieion. 

Stephen seareely waited to hear Matilda's 
answer, but bounded up the stairs two steps 
at a time, ealling impatiently, 

" eherry ! Where are you, little wreteh ? 
Why don't you eome to weleome me ? " 

He burst open the door with a boyish 
eagerness that was unusual to him, and then 
he stopped, really alarmed. 

Geraldine stood facing the door, one hand 
grasping the rail of the bed, as if to steady 
herself, the other elenehed at her side. Her 
eheeks and lips were pale, her eyes wide-open 
and stony; she made no movement to 
eome forward when Stephen eame in, but 
stood staring at him in a half-dazed manner. 
Now that the supreme moment had eome she 
felt as if all her blood had turned to iee, and 
as if her tongue would refuse to speak. 

" My dearest, what is it ? — what has hap- 
pened ? " eried Stephen, springing forward. 

She stepped baek, and held up her hand, 

" Don't — don't toueh me,'' she said in a 
hard eold voice. " Don't eome near me — 
Hypoerite — liar — eheat." 

Stephen looked at her, absolutely aghast. 
For a moment he thought she must be out of 
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her senses, but she stood too still and eom- 
posedly for that. He was too bewildered to 
speak. 

" Yes, I know it all now/* said Geraldine 
scornfullv. ** You need not trouble to invent 
any more Hes. The Lakes will be home on 
Thursday, and we shall retire to our proper 
plaee. There, take your letter/' 

She threw Sir Raymond's letter aeross the 
room to him. He left it lying where it fell. 

** Kindly explain yourself," he said, 
haughtily. " I am not aeeustomed to sueh 
words as you have spoken to me," 

** Oh, yes, I will explain them," said Geral- 
dine. ** Hypoerite, beeause you pretended, 
and still pretend, that you love me ; liar, 
beeause you have written to Sir Raymond 
that the house is not yet ready for their 
return, and you know that it is, quite ready ; 
eheat, oh well, I don*t think you need me to 
make that plain to you/' 

"Gheat, I suppose, beeause I wanted to 
spare you pain as long as possible, and so let 
you imagine you had married some prinee in 
disguise, instead of humble Stephen King." 

" Spare me pain t " eehoed Geraldine. 

"Yes, spare you pain,'' repeated her 
husband, deliberately. ** Do you suppose 

K 
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that I do not know every point in your 
eharaeter by this time ? You are very proud, 
ambitious, and self-willed ; you like to be a 
person of importanee ; it would have been a 
disagreeable shoek to you to discover that 
you had married a man in a poor position." 

True, every word of it, but Geraldine was 
in no humour to appreeiate the justice of it. 
She was so far unprepared, however, for the 
turn matters had taken that for the moment 
Stephen had the advantage. In all her pre- 
imaginations of this seene she had pietured her 
husband utterly overwhelmed with remorse, 
and pleading for her forgiveness ; it had 
never entered her mind that she had anything 
to aeeuse herself of. So in mute indignation 
she waited, while Stephen spoke again, 

" I told you no lie when I said before our 
marriage that I expected some time to inherit 
a large property. My fault was in not telling 
you my real present position, and that I did 
not do so is partly owing to yourself. If all 
goes well, I still hope before long to prove 
myself the owner of this plaee. I kept my 
real position a seeret from you beeause I 
hoped that before there eame the neeessity 
for your knowing it I should be able to eome 
to you with my rightful possessions.*'. 



ALL THE NEIGHBOURS. 147 

" No excuse is great enough for you to 
have deceived me as you did," said Geraldine. 
" You need not try to shelter yourself behind 
the plea of my * ambition/ I shall never for- 
give you, and I wish to part from you at onee." 

" You had better think what you are 
saying," said Stephen, with his face a shade or 
two paler. 

" I havethought what I am saying," replied 
Geraldine. " I am not aeting in a hurry. I 
eonsider that you have deceived me shame- 
fully — I shall be the laughing-stoek of the 
plaee — all the neighbours — " her voice began 
to tremble. 

" Hang the neighbours ! What do they 
know about us, or we about them ? " 

** They do know about us," said Geraldine, 
with a little sob of mortification. " Lady 
Drummond, and Mr. Eden, and Miss Vickery, 
they were all here on Saturday." 

" Oh, so you have been entertaining in my 
absenee 1 " said Stephen, with an angry gleam 
in his eyes. "Although it was against my 
express wish ? Yes, that does eomplieate 
matters, but you have only yourself to thank 
for it." 

Geraldine bit her Hps to keep baek the 
rising tears. AIl her pride and Armness 
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seemed as nothing before her husband's 
impenetrability. She dimly felt she might 
just as well try to move aroek as to shake him 
from his lofty superiority. 

** Now be reasonable, Geraldine," urged 
Stephen. ''The ease is this. You have 
found out, no doubt (though I don't know 
how) that I am the grandson of old Rebeeea 
Starling, the gamekeeper s widow at Beekley. 
But you have yet to learn that in all pro- 
bability I shall prove myself to be also 
the grandson of Sir Stephen Lake of Pine- 
eross." 

Geraldine looked at him ineredulously. 
. " Yes. It was always imagined that 
Wilfrid Lake died unmarried, and so the 
seeond son Robert sueeeeded. But I shall 
prove that Wilfrid Lake was married, — that 
he followed Joanna Starling to York, was 
seeretly married to her there, and then 
returned home. He was killed before he 
aeknowledged the marriage to anyone." 

'* But Joanna was married to a man ealled 
King — a sailor." 

** So the story was given out. But I think 
otherwise. At any rate I have yet to discover 
that any one ever saw this mythieal sailor," 

** And why did Joanna not speak of the 
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marriage to anyone ? Do you mean to say 
she would quietly have submitted to see her 
ehild deprived of his rights ? " 

"Joanna died," said Stephen briefly. 
** Whether her mother knew anything of the 
truth remains yet to be seen. I believe now 
that Rebeeea Starling was heavily bribed to 
keep the matter seeret ; afterwards Sir 
Stephen was remorseful and tried to do what 
he eould for the ehild without exciting 
suspieion. I believe his son Robert knew." 

** And what about Raymond ? Is he also 
in the eonspiraey ? *' 

Stephen reddened at the sHght sneer in 
Geraldine's voice, but answered quietly 
enough, 

** I believe he does not know. Raymond 
is an honourable fellow; he would not 
willingly eheat another." 

'* It will be your pleasant duty to enlighten 
him, I suppose." 

**Certainly it will, when I have got the 
proofs." 

*'You had better be quick about them, 
then," said Geraldine, bitterly. "The Lakes 
eome home on Thursday." 

A ehange passed over Stephen's face. In 
his momentary excitement he had forgotten 
this. 
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"And we may as well settle our future 
plans," eontinued Geraldine. 

**Of eourse I remain here/' said Stephen. 
** I do all Sir Raymond's business arrange- 
ments, and I eannot throw up my position. 
No doubt, if you prefer to leave Pineeross, I 
ean get a small home in the neighbourhood.*' 

".Many thanks — a small house — in the 
neighbourhood ! " eehoed Geraldine, seorn- 
fully. ** No indeed, when I leave Pineeross 
I go right away, and never eome near the 
plaee again." 

Stephen looked at her doubtfulIy. 

" Surely Geraldine, you are not going to 
be so foolish," he said, rather ineautiously. 

" Poolish or not, I intend to do what I 
say," returned his wife with dignity. " You 
have deceived me onee; I shall never trust 
you again." 

" But it is neeessary for me to stay on 
here," he explained, thinking she did not 
understand. " Onee I leave Pineeross, I may 
as well give up all hope of sueeess." 

" There is no need for you to leave. St^y 
on here and earry out your beautiful 
sehemes." 

^* But if you say you will not live in the 
neighbourhood ? " 
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'* That need not affect you, onee we have 
agreed to part." 

Stephen looked at her with wounded, in- 
eredulous eyes. 

" Do you know what you are saying^ 
eherry l'' he asked, gravely. 

" Perfectly,'* answered Geraldine, with an 
air of indifference. " We must part I shall 
never forgive you for what you have done, but 
by trying to sweep you altogether from my 
remembranee, in time I may perhaps feel 
it less painfully.*' 

*' I ean make allowanee for your disappoint- 
ment; I was prepared for some of these 
reproaehes when you first knew the truth, but 
this is earrying matters too far." 

" I am sorry if it does not please you, but 
I intend to have my way." 

Stephen waited. A thousand thoughts 
and feelings jostled eaeh other in his brain. 
Was it for this he had toiled and plotted i^ 
Was it for this he had married the clever and 
beautiful Geraldine Rivers — the girl he had 
looked forward to as being a help to him in 
all his ambitious projects ? 

She was going to leave him. He would 
never see her agaih^ — she was going away 
from Pineeross, and now he must earry on his 
plans alone. 
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As she stood in her proud resentful beauty, 
he felt that until now he had never properly 
known her, and he saw that there were 
depths in her eharaeter that he had never 
truly gauged. He had looked upon her as 
something to be petted and pleased, and 
oeeasionally soothed into good humour by a 
little pretended submission. That she should 
openly defy him and assert her own indepen- 
denee was something of whieh he had never 
dreamed. 

" I am sorry if it displeases you, but I am 
afraid it eannot be helped," said Geraldine, 
deeidedly. ** People who do wrong must 
expect to get punished." 

She turned away, and began to arrange her 
hair in front of the looking-glass. 

** You need not think I shall be a burden 
to you ; I intend to earn my own living," she 
went on. " I shall go to London, and get 
work of some sort." 

** If you wish to go to London, I will find 
rooms for you and take you there. Of eourse 
I shall provide for you." 

**You shall not,*' said Geraldine, Aashing 
round an angry look at hinu " I will not 
have any of your money.*' 

**You will,'* said Stephen eomposedly» 
So don 't argue about it.*' 



n 
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Geraldine gulped down a sob, but said 
nothing. Then beginning to wash her hands 
she tore off the **heartsease" ring and flung 
it aeross the bed to Stephen. 

"There, take your moekery," she eried 
fiercely. **A» niee emblem to give me, 
indeed ! Wear it yourseIf ; it is more 
appropriate to you than to me." 

Stephen opened the little box he had 
brought with him from London, and plaeed 
the ring beside the braeelet. There was 
no longer any use for them ; he opened an 
empty drawer beside him and flung them in. 

"Don't let us fight more than we need, 
Gherry," he said, wearily. 

** Don t eall me Gherry, please," said his 
wife with dignity. " And whatever you do, 
don't sigh in that ridieulously affected manner. 
One would think it was you that was the 
victim and not me." 

She swept past him, out of the room, and 
Stephen was left standing alone. 

** * People who do wrong always get 
punished ; ' do they 'i " he reflected. Well, 
little Geraldine, it was hard lines upon her, 
but she would get over it — she would get 
over it — all women talked a great deal more 
than they meant 






GHAPTER XI. 
barbara's views on the subject. 

2ARBARA, knowing that Stephen 
King was to arrive that afternoon, 
had betaken herself off for a long 
walk, in order that the husband and wife 
might get over their explanations while she 
was away. 

She rambled on and on, ^eehng very 
raiserable at the tum matters had taken. 
She knew enough of Geraldine's eharaeter to 
feel eertain that she was not one lightly to 
forgtve an injury; how it would all end she 
eould not imagine, nor indeed, for that matter 
what even the next step would be. 

It was nonsense for Gherry to dream 
that she eould Iive alone in lodgings in 
London, and support herself by her own 
work. 

- Barbara was a shrewd and praetieal young 
person, and had a wonderful eap^eity for 
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getting hold of a true view of a ease. Nd, if 
Geraldine insisted on earrying out her plan of 
leaving Stephen she must, of eourse, eon- 
sent to his giving her some allowanee. 
Barbara knew how bitter this would be 
for Geraldine, but there was no help for 
it. 

Meditating in this fashion, Barbara marehed 
on absently till she was suddenly reealled to 
her surroundings by being addressed by 
name. 

** Why, Bab, are you walking for a wager? 
What do you mean by trying to eut me ? *' 

" Oh, is it you ? " said Barbara, with a little 
start and sigh of relief, as she looked up and 
saw Owen Trevor smiling down at her. 
** Oh, Owen, sueh a dreadful thing has 
happened." 

** What, nothing to Geraldine ? *' 

"Yes, she has been deceived," said 
Barbara, in a solemn voice. ** Mr. King is 
nothing better than an impostor." 

" How — what do you mean ?" 

" He eame to our house, and pretended to 
be a gentleman, and quite rieh, and heaps of 
things, and now it turns out he is nothing — ^" 

" Yes, — what ? '* eried Owen impatientlyt: 
as Barbara lowered her voice impressively. 
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** Nothing but a eommon man — a game- 
keeper's son/' eoneluded Barbara, in a tone 
of horror. 

Owen eould almost have laughed, his relief 
was so greaL From the gravity of Barbara's 
face he had expected to hear that Mr. King 
had been found out in a sueeession of bur- 
glaries, forgeries, and murders. 

" You need not look so amused," said 
the girl, very mueh piqued. ** Geraldine is 
in a dreadful way about it ; she says she wili 
never forgive him," 

** Indeed, I did not mean to treat it lightly, 
Barbara," said Owen, gravely. " It is a 
serious matter. Then Mn King is not the 
master of Pineeross ? " 

•*Master! No, indeed. One of the ser- 
vants, if you like. The real owner is Sir 
Raymond Lake, and he is eoming home on 
Thursday." 

** Then Geraldine must go away from 
Pineeross "i '* 

"Yes. Oh, Owen, she says she will 
leave Stephen, and never, never see him 
again." 

** When people are angry they often say 
more than they mean," said Owen, eon- 
solingly. 
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" Ah, but you don't know Geraldine," said 
Barbara, sadly. ** She is so — so — I don't 
know what to eall it. She always seems to 
think that people ought to be punished for 
whatever they do wrong, even if it is seareely 
their own fault." 

The girl hesitated ; it was so difficult to 
put into words her estimate of Geraldine's 
eharaeter without seeming to blame her sister. 
But Owen perhaps understood her better 
than she imagined. 

'* * Use every man after his desert, and who 
should 'seape whipping .-^ ' " he quoted, half 
under his breath. " And Geraldine may well 
think she has just eause for resentment 
here." 

*' Yes, she has, and that makes it so mueh 
more difficult," eried Barbara, eagerly. " I 
know she will go just her own way. If she 
onee leaves Stephen she will never go baek 
to him." 

" Yillain," muttered Owen, " how dare he 
spoil her life ? rve a good mind to go and 
thrash the felIow." 

**Oh no, please don't!"cried Barbara in 
alarm. ** Really, I wouldn't. Tmsurehe's 
ever so mueh stronger than you," she added, 
doubtfuIly surveying Owen's slight frame. 
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**WelI, of eourse, that's a eonsidera- 
tion," returned Trevor. ** But really the 
ereature deserves to be punished." 

** That is what Geraldine says." 

'* And what does she propose to do .'*" 

" She means just to go away and never see 
him again." 

** Where will she go ? " 

'' To London." 

** But has she any friends there ? " 

Barbara shook her head. 

" Is there nothing any one ean do to help 
her? Is there no one she eould go and 
stay with till something better ean be 
arranged ? " 

** No. We don't know many people. 
Besides I know Geraldine would never 
agree to anything of the sort. She ean't 
bear people to be talking about her and her 
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" Poor little Gherry ! " Trevor eould guess 
what pangs of mortification her proud spirit 
must be undergoing. But what eould be 
done to help her ? This was a ease in 
whieh no outsiders eould interfere. 

" If she does go to London, you will go 
with her, of eourse," said Trevor, presently. 

Barbara began to look troubled. 
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" I don't know what I ean do," she said, 
slowly. "You know I am wanted most 
dreadfully badly at home. I have everything 
to do now mother is so ill." 

"Yes, Geraldine must be a great loss," 
said Owen. 

Barbara said nothing, but that was not 
what she meant. As a matter of fact, 
Geraldine's absenee made very little differ- 
enee in the household at Grosley, except that 
there were a good many less " rows " — and a 
good deal more untidiness than in the old 
days. 

** I might stop with her for a little, but I 
ought really to be going baek now," she eon- 
tinued. " There is no one to look after the 
ehildren, — or anything." 

"Geraldine will find it very dull living 
alone," persisted Owen. 

Barbara began to think he was a little 
unreasonable to imagine that every one else's 
comfort was to be sacrificed beeause Geral- 
dine ehose to quarrel with her husband. 
Besides, it was only an instanee of what; 
Geraldine had eonstantly spoken against — 
people who insist on having their own way,^ 
and then eall upon others to help them out 
of trouble. 
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" I always hated Mr. King," she remarked, 
a little irrelevantly. ** Geraldine should not 
have married him — with his horrid gloomy 
eyes, and freckled hands." 

" You absurd ehild 1 " said Trevor, with an 
amused stare. He was seareely used to the 
doublings of a woman s ideas. 

" Ghild yourself ! '' retorted Bab, with her 
ehin in the air. " Gherry thinks his eyes 
beautiful, but I always knew by the look in 
them there was something he was keeping 
baek. And he has three big freckles on the 
baek of his left hand, — so there ! " 

** Well, we are no further off than when we 
began,*' said Trevor, after a pause ; ** one 
thing you must promise me, Barbara, let me 
know when anything is deeided." 

" AIl right, but now I must begoing. And 
here is Holmwood, I suppose you will go in } 
How is my Lady Drumstiek.'^'' 

" You naughty girl — ^" 

** So she is ; drum, drum, drum, all the time, 
Galling attention to herself till it makes me eross 
to hear her. * My youthfuI eharms, dear 
Mrs. King — old assoeiations — dear old Pine- 
eross I ' — Dear old humbug ! — Sir Raymond 
must have been a baby in arms when she was 
presented, and yet she tries to make out he was 
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one of her ehildhood's lovers. I'ye no patienee 
with sueh women ; ean't they be eontent 
with their own husbands instead of trying 
to grab other people's all the time ? " 

" Why, here's a tornado ! " laughed Owen ; 
and Barbara laughed baek at him and then 
took to her heels, and ran, leaving him gaz- 
ing in astonishment, although by this time he 
was pretty well used to Miss Bab*s freaks. 
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GERALDINE GETS HER WAY. 

lARBARA was right. Nothing had 
the sh'ghtest effect in making 
Geraldine ehange her resolution. 
On the day before the Lakes' arrival she, 
Barbara, and Stephen, left Pineeross for 
London. Her husband had forborne to 
argue or reason with her. He felt his best 
ehanee of future sueeess lay in not teasing her 
too mueh at present ; by and bye, time and 
good fortune might bring her to her senses. 

Only one thing he insisted upon ; he was 
to go with her and ehoose lodgings, and see 
her comfortab]y settled in them before return- 
ing to Hampshire. 

It was a dreary autumn day when the 
train steamed into Gharing Gross Station. 
It was impossible to help eontrasting it 
with the morning when they iirst arrived in 
London after their marriage. Then it was 
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lovely summer weather, aiid Geraldine had 
gazed from the swiftly-moving hansom 
with thrilling" excitement at the entraneing 
seene. The gay shop-windows, busy throngs 
of passengers, and endless sueeession of 
earriages, earts, wagons, and omnibuses had 
all been part of a new and delieious ex- 
perienee — it was something like seeing 
life ! Now they folIowed the same eourse, 
through Pieeadilly, and along the Kensington 
Road, but with what different feelings she 
shrunk baek into her eorner of the damp 
straw-smelling four-wheeler! Barbara alone 
sat and gazed through the rain-streaked 
panes, devouring her first glimpses of this 
wonderful London. 

Presently the eab left the main road, and 
after turning into one street after another, 
eame to a pause in front of a house very little 
larger than the one at Grosley. 

" Blenheim Terraee, sir, number 14," said 
the eabman, deseending stiffly, and letting in 
a gust of wind and rain, as he jerked open the 
eab door. 

"You had better wait here until I see 
whether Mrs. Purley has any rooms vacant I " 
said Stephen. 

Then ensued a few minutes' pause while 
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Stephen stood on the doorstep and spoke to 
the woman of the house, a tall stifF female 
with iron-grey eurls and a blaek velvet band 
round her head. Presently he disappeared 
inside, and two or three minutes later eame 
baek to the eab. 

** She has rooms — I don't know whether 
they will be very comfortable," he said, in a 
low voice to his wife. ** Would you rather 
try anywhere else ? Our old rooms, Mrs. 
Pratt's— " 

** Gertainly not, these will do very well," 
said Geraldine, jumping up, and eolleeting 
her pareels with a good deal of superAuous 
energy. 

Stephen quietly took them out of her 
hands, and dismissing the eabman, foIIowed 
his wife into the house. 

Mrs. Purley stood in the hall to receive 
them, and immediately began a series of 
apologies that were but thinly ve:led 
reproaehes. If she*d only known — well, say 
even an hour ago — she'd have had things 
very different. But to be taken, so to speak, 
all unawares — well there, it was a pity as she 
didn t know beforehand as how the ladies 
were eoming — she would have had a niee 
fire all ready, and a eup o' tea, — and so on, 
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and so on, till Geraldine, damp, ehilled and 
weary, eould seareely refrain from bidding her 
depart to her own regions, and leave them in 
peaceful possession of theirs. 

But nothing was further from Mrs. Purley s 
intentions. She led the way with a good 
deal of importanee into a small sitting-room 
on the ground-floor, furnished in the usual 
lodging-house style with shiny horsehair 
ehairs and sofa, large eentre table, and a 
hungry looking side-board, and with art 
deeorations eonsisting of wax Aowers and 
the eoloured Ghristmas pietures of various 
magazines. There was no fire, of eourse, 
but Mrs. Purley ealling majestically down 
the baek-stairs for " Emma-r-Augusta," in 
eourse of time a depressed-looking damsel 
appeared, who with a liberal allowanee of 
snorts and gasps eontraeted from a ehronie 
eold in the head, proeeeded under the awful 
guidanee of her mistress to lay the stieks 
and paper, and set fire to the smoky-looking 
pile. That aeeomplished, slie fled pre- 
eipitately, and immediately afterwards was 
heard tumbling down the kitehen-stairs. 

While the fire was burning up, Mrs. 
Purley graeiously suggested that perhaps 
they would be pleased to inspeet the sleeping 
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apartments. So Geraldine gathered herself 
up wearily from the ehair where she had sunk 
on entering, and they all tramped up the 
narrow stairease. The bedrooms were at 
the top of the house, and except for a 
general atmosphere of eold and damp were 
passable enough in the way of comfort and 
eleanliness. 

Here at last the landlady was persuaded to 
retire, after an intimation from Stephen 
that they would be glad of some tea. She 
had seareely left the room when he eried 
impetuously, 

** Geraldine, you ean never stay here. You 
will be miserably uncomfortabIe. Come baek 
with me to Pineeross ; I will find a house 
there for you. I eannot go away and leave 
you in a plaee Hke this.*' 

" Onee for all, Stephen, I beg to say that I 
intend to remain here, and that it is worse 
than useless for you to attempt to alter my 
deeision/' said Geraldine, haughtily. ** Pray 
let us have no more diseussion. Any plaee 
is preferable to living where there would be 
the slightest ehanee of ever being reminded 
of what is past." 

Stephen gave her one steady long look, 
then turned away, and from that moment 
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never said a word more about her living at 
Pineeross. 

" I suppose you will stay here to-night," 
said Geraldine, with an awkward sense of 
trying to make up for the eruelty of her 
last speeeh. 

** No, I am going now." 

" But you will have some tea first. It is 
so wet, you must-^be eold — " 

" Thank you, I shall get some tea at the 
station." 

" But there is no train baek to Wellington 
GoIIege to-night," persisted Geraldine, 

** Pray do not trouble yourseIf on my 
aeeount," said Stephen, eoldly. " I have no 
doubt I shall do very well." 

** As you please," returned Geraldine, with a 
eareless shrug of her shoulders, and begin- 
ning to busy herself undoing the bundle of 
wraps. 

But the buekle was stifF, and her fingers 
were trembling with eold. 

Stephen eame forward without a word, and 
took it out of her hands. 

That done, he stood for a moment looking 
round, to see if there were any last little 
thing he eould do. Very bare and eold 
seemed the room, with its strip of earpet 
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like an island in a sea of bare boards, 
its eloudy looking-glass, and its eheap little 
ehina monsters in the shape of spotted dogs 
adorning the ehimney-pieee. 

But it was useless to remonstrate again ; 
Geraldine had ehosen her eourse of aetion, 
and for the present nothing would make her 
alter it. 

** Good-bye. I suppose you will write 
now and then ? *' he said, feeling the time had 
eome for him to leave. 

" Yes, I suppose I will," answered Geral- 
dine, after a moment's pause. 

** Good-bye, then." 

" Good-bye." 

Geraldine gave him a limp hand whieh was 
immediately afterwards withdrawn. 

Stephen made no effort to keep it ; he 
glaneed at the down-east eyes whieh per* 
sistently refused to meet his, and the next 
moment was running down the stairs. 

Barbara met him half-way. 

" Is Geraldine ready ? Tea is up." 

" I believe so — I am going now, Barbara, 
You will look after her ? Any moment you 
think she would like to see me, telegraph, 
and rU eome at onee. Good-bye." 

" Stop, you must have some tea first/' eried 
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Barbara. " And how eold your hand is ; you 
must eome in and get warm." 

**No, no ; I can*t stop. Gherry wlll be 
happier onee I have really gone. Good-bye. 
Look after Geraldine." 

Before she eould prevent him he had 
slipped past her, and then the front door 
slammed and she knew he had gone. 

Slowly she went on her way upstairs, and 
entered her sister's room. 

** Geraldine, how eould you let Stephen go 
off like that, without having anything to 
eat ? He looked quite white and ill, and his 
hand was as eold as iee." 

" How eould I help it ? '* said Geraldine, 
sharply. '* I asked him to stay." 

"Yes, but how ? He said he knew you 
would be happier when he had gone, and that 
was why he did not wait." 

" I tell you it was his own fault. Don't 
worry me, Barbara. Stephen ean look after 
himself very well, and I think it perfectly 
detestable in him to try and gain your pity 
and set my own sister against me." 

Geraldine*s lips began to tremble, but her 
eyes were hard and angry. 

** He did not try to set me against you/* 
said Barbara. ** On the eontrary — but it's 
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no good talking. You had better eome 
down to tea, there is a niee fire now." 

" It's very hard, every one is against me," 
sobbed Geraldine, now eompletely giving 
way. " And Tm sure I don t know what I 
have done to be treated like this. rve 
never done any harm to anyone, and yet 
every one seems to think somehow that 
I'm to blame.'* 

" No, we don*t,'* said Barbara, deeidedly. 
" But Geraldine, I think, yes, I do think, that 
you are a little hard on Stephen." 

" There you go ; of eourse he is to be 
petted and eonsidered, and / am to be seolded 
and leetured." 

" Nothing ean excuse him," said Barbara, 
steadily. ** But Geraldine, you know he is 
sorry now, — and I think he really does love 
you — 

'*You don*t know what you are talking 
about,*' eried Geraldine, fiercely. " He is 
sorry now, beeause his wieked deeeit is 
found out ; but I tell you that if he were ten 
times the master of Pineeross, I would never 
forgive him." 

" Then I think you are very hard-hearted 
and vindictive," said Barbara, hotly. 

" Tm not hard-hearted and Tm not vin- 
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dictive/' began Geraldine indignantly, and 
then she eaught her breath in a sudden 
reeolleetion, Where before had she heard 
those very words — speeeh and answer ? Then 
it all Aashed baek upon her, the seene that 
night in the theatre, when the ** Lady of 
Lyons," was the play, and she and Stephen 
had spoken about Glaud and Pauline, 

It had all eome true — only too horribly 
true. Oh, what a fool she had been ! 

But she thought with a fierce little thrill 
that nothing would ever make her pardon her 
eiaud Melnotte. Let him eome to her now 
ever so rieh and powerful, as the owner of 
Pineeross, and heir to the title, she would still 
refuse to have anything to do with him. She 
almost hoped he would sueeeed in what he 
was attempting, that she might have the 
satisfaction of showing that it was no mer- 
eenary eonsiderations that held her to her 
purpose. 

No, when a man did sueh a wrong as 
Stephen had done, his punishmeiit should 
be equally severe. She eould never forget 
that first horrible moment of humiliation 
when old Rebeeea Starling had elaimed 
Stephen for her grandson; she eould never 
forget the feelings of uneonseious pride with 
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whieh she had done the honours of Pineeross 
to her lady visitors. For both of these she 
must have her revenge. Not that that was 
the word by whieh she would have ealled it. 
Retribution was the more eorreet expression 
in her thoughts. 

So she set her teeth, and determined to 
earry through her system of punishing 
Stephen, and in the proeess never dreamt of 
confessing that she was making herself pro- 
foundly miserable. 

There was one comfort she still hugged to 
her soul, and as the days went on in inereas- 
ing monotony she elung more and more to 
the thought of it. Perhaps she would fall ill 
and die, and then indeed Stephen would be 
sorry he had ever married her ! But although 
she daily surveyed herself in the glass to 
study the signs of approaehing deeline, she 
was disappointed to find that no more 
serious illness threatened her than a slight 
languor and loss of appetite. 

No, there was no ehanee yet of that 
pathetie last seene, when she had almost 
deeided to grant Stephen a full pardon, with 
a few appropriate words as to the justice of 
fate, and the impossibility of our ever getting 
beyond the inAuenee of our own aetions. 



RETRIBUTION. 



173 



That must wait for the present, but surely it 
would eome, — that day when she would be 
lying pale and ill in bed, and Stephen 
would be standing beside her, and they would 
say good-bye, and never again see eaeh other 
in this world. Then she felt perhaps she 
might indeed forgive him. 

In the meanwhile she hardened her heart 
and brooded over her wrongs, and felt it must 
be a pretty severe punishment to the eulprit 
that eould eompensate her for all the un- 
happiness she was now undergoing. 
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TEPHEN went baek to Pineeross. 

The last night's storm was over; 

the sun was shining ; as he entered 
the gates Laddie eame bounding to meet him 
in a transport of weleome. But there was a 
strange new feeling of dreariness in his heart. 
He had done wrong. For the first time, 
thinking of his deeeit to Geraldine, he forgot 
to excuse himself. As he looked round at 
the house and gardens of Pineeross, another 
pieture arose to blot the fairness of the seene 
— a bare lodging-house room, with an out- 
ward prospeet of ehimneys and briek walls. 

If he eould only have his ehanee over 
again ! How foolishly he had aeted ! He 
began now to persuade himself that if he had 
gone boldly to Geraldine and told her the 
whole truth she would have forgiven him, and 
all would have been well. But it was too late 
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for that now.. She was justly enraged against 
him. Try as he would Stephen eould not 
banish from his mind the memory of his 
wife's eold and scornful eyes and bitterly ealm 
voice when she had said she would never 
forgive him. He had had his will, nothing 
had interposed to mar the sueeess of his 
plans, he had married the girl whom he 
had ehosen, and this was the end of it 
all ! Better a hundred times had Geraldine 
refused her eonsent, better had her friends 
interfered, better had anything happened that 
^ould have revealed the truth. But all had 
gone well. No obstaele had been thrown in 
his way, no obstaele had been thrown in 
Geraldine's way; they had both had their 
desires, and this was the result. The lives 
of both had been ruined. 

But Stephen had other matters to whieh 
he must turn his mind, To-day young Sir 
Raymond Lake and his bride were to arrive. 

Everything was in order. Matilda and 
Ellen the eook had been told of the eoming 
of the new mistress, and were in a highly 
excited state of ** Auster " at the thought of 
possible grandeur and the founding of a 
*'large establishment." For it was seareely 
to be supposed that Lady Lake would 
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eontinue at Pineeross the limited retinue of 
eook and housemaid that had so far sufficed 
for '' that Mrs. King." Yisions of aristo- 
eratie footmen, affable eoaehmen, genteel 
ladies' maids, submissive kitehen maids, and 
pert little pages, began to Autter aeross their 
mental eyes. Ellen hoped as how ** my 
lady " would know her plaee, and not be 
narrer-minded with regard to perquisites, 
and Matilda ventured as her opinion that a 
lady as was a lady must know as a first-class 
respeetable parlour-maid was not to be 
satisfied with the paltry selery of £\2 ^ year 
and your washing. 

Five o'eloek eame. For the last time 

Stephen went through the rooms to see that 

' everything was in order, and then hearing 

the sound of wheels on the gravel, hurried 

downstairs to receive the travellers. 

A bright girlish face looked out of the 
earriage. 

" Oh, Ray, Ray, what a dear old plaee ! " 

A pang shot through Stephen's heart as 
the exclamation reealled his own wife's delight 
on their arrival. 

" Well, King, how are you ? Take eare, 
Audrey, the step is high. Weleome to Pine- 
eross, my wifie." 
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With a Hght step and a proud look of 
affection shining in his eyes, the master 
of Pineeross passed over the threshold. He 
was a bright happy-looking young feIlow, 
with a warm heart, hasty tongue, and a 
general air of taking for granted that every 
one was as pleasant-natured as himself 
Thaekeray has said that the world is a 
mirror, smile at it and it will smile baek at 
you. Gertainly young Raymond Lake was 
often heard to wonder over the reported dis- 
agreeableness of people whom he had always 
found delightful, — quite jolly sort of people, 
you know, — awfully clever, or no end of good 
sense, — or sueh a fellow for work. 

Stephen King, a little paler than usual 
perhaps, but with no other signs of his late 
agitation, helped to eoUeet some of the 
various paekages, and earried them into the 
house after the travellers. His was not a 
nature that had mueh sympathy with Ray- 
mond's. He thouo^ht him shallow and 
butterfly-witted ; he had a latent feeling of 
eontempt for Ray's universal good-humour, 
and was more apt to be irritated than 
eharmed by his boyish eagerness of speeeh. 

To-day, however, Stephen was in a de- 
eidedly subdued frame of mind, and almost 

M 
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for the first time a sudden feeHng of remorse 
swept over him for what he was going to do. 

With Raymond at a distanee, — with a girl 
he had never seen for his wife, — it did not 
seem sueh an appalling thing to write and 
inform them that they were not the owners of 
Pineeross. Of eourse Stephen meant to 
provide for them, if he sueeeeded in his 
elaim. He would give them a handsome 
yearly allowanee, they should always be 
weleome at Pineeross. Ambition, not avarice, 
was the god of Stephen s idolatry. He was 
tired of always playing a minor part, of being 
a dependent on other people*s benevolence. 
Add to this the belief that he was really the 
rightful heir, and then the thought of all these 
years spent as a servant in the house where 
he should have been master, eame like a 
goad to spur him on to further aetion. 

Personally he had no bitter feelings against 
Raymond ; he rather despised him than other- 
wise, but he never attempted to think that he 
was anything but an honourable high-spirited 
young fellow, who when two paths lay elearly 
marked before him would unhesitatingly 
ehoose the right. 

No, what he had to tell would fall heavily 
on Raymond Lake and his young wife; 
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Stephen almost dreaded to think of the 
moment of revelation. But perhaps it was 
already a sign of repentanee for his late deeeit 
that made him resolve there should be no 
more under-hand plottings. He dismissed 
the temptation that eame to trouble him with 
suggestions that it might be better to wait a 
little, that there was no need yet to trouble 
the husband and wife — that it would be easier 
for him to discover proofs if Raymond and 
Audrey suspeeted nothing. 

No, — eost what it might, he resolved to tell 
Raymond as soon as possible exactly how 
the ease stood, and that evening after dinner 
his ehanee eame. 

Audrey, tired with her journey, had gone 
early to bed, and Raymond and Stephen 
were sitting in the library. 

" Well, old fellow, I ean't eompliment you 
on your looks," said Raymond in a tone of 
kindly eoneern, as King put down the news- 
paper he was reading, and eame slowly to 
the fire. 

" No ? The fact is, rve been a good bit 
bothered lately," said Stephen, with an 
attempt to speak earelessly. ** You don't 
mind my smoking .? " 

"You ean give me a eigar, if you like," 
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repHed Raymond. " I must have left my 
ease in my great-eoat poeket. But well, now, 
what is the bother "i Anything one ean help 
in .? " 

" rve been looking through old papers, 
trying to sort them, arrange them, and so 
forth, you know," said Stephen. 

"Disgusting bore — old papers," said Ray- 
mond cheerfully. " Best way to burn them 
all unread. There's no end onee you begin." 

** Ye-es, but suppose they are important ^. " 

** Well, if you don t know, you know, you 
never know, so what does it matter } " 

Raymond's happy logie was unanswerable. 
Stephen let it pass. 

" In turning out some drawers I eame 
aeross some old family letters." 

" Rummy things to eome aeross — old 
letters. Ought to be written in vanishing ink 
that disappears after a eertain number of 
years. Who wants to know how Lady 
Amaranth loved old Sir Harry .'^'' 

" Did you ever hear mueh of your father s 
eldest brother, Wilfrid Lake 1 " 

Raymond puffed lazily at his eigar. 

** Let me see — died young, didnt he?" 

** Yes, — died when he was twenty-four." 

*' Long before my day, of eourse. Lueky 
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for me he didn't live and get married, poor 
old Unele Wilfrid ! " 

*' Some of these letters were to him. From 
a girl he was in love with." 

" Oh, I know, that gamekeeper s daughter, 
wasn't it ? Quite an aneient family romanee. 
But she didn't treat him very well, you know, 
ran off and married a sailor. Oh, I beg your 
pardon, Tm awfully sorry, didn't mean to put 
my foot into it like that/* Raymond ended, 
searlet. 

He had forgotten he was speaking of 
Stephen s mother. 

King's pale face Aushed a little proudly. 

" That is the story given out by the Lakes ; 
perhaps the girls family may have a different 



version." 



** Tm sure I apologise if T^e said anything 
disagreeable," said Raymond, with a passing 
gleam of astonishment that Stephen should 
take the matter so seriously. 

" Oh, of eourse you only know the aeeepted 
version,*' said Stephen with a little tinge 
of impatienee. *' But one thing is eertain, 
Joanna Starling wrote letters to Wilfrid 
Lake after she went to York." 

" Did she ? And those I suppose are the 
ones you found," said Raymond, with a deeent 
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show of interest, but hoping King was not 
going to inflict the whole eorrespondenee 
on him. " Awfully dull things — old love 
letters." 

" Depends on what is in them. Suppose 
for instanee they revealed the fact of a seeret 
marriage where only an engagement was 
suspeeted ? " 

It was impossible to mistake the signifi- 
eanee of Stephen's tone. 

Raymond sat up and looked at him. 

" You don*t mean to say that this is what 
you have discovered in these } " 

*' My proofs are not eertain." 

*' But, Stephen, do you know what you 
are saying.'^ Do you mean that Wilfrid 
Lake, my unele, the heir to Pineeross, 
was aetually married to Joanna Starling 
before he died } " 

** I mean to say that I have reason to 
suspeet that he was married to Joanna 
Starling," repeated Stephen, steadily. 

" But think what it means, Stephen ; 
think what it means," said Raymond, 
thoroughly roused at last. "Wilfrid dying, 
and leaving an heir, — why my father eould 
never have sueeeeded." 

" No, — unless the real heir was sup- 
pressed." 
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"And you mean — you are trying to tell 
me — that I am not the heir — that I have no 
right to be here — that I am a beggar and an 
impostor, — and that Audrey, poor little 
Audrey — oh, Stephen, think of my wife, and 
for God's sake be careful what you say." 

*'How ean I help it?" said Stephen, 
stubbornly. " It isn t my fault that all this 
evil was eommitted years ago. You would 
not like to go on living in a lie." 

" But your proofs — your proofs ? '* said 
Raymond, impatiently. 

** You shall see them. I have already told 
you that up till now I have not sueeeeded in 
getting them all, though enough to convince 
me of the justice of my elaim. You shall 
read them." 

As he left the room, for a brief moment the 
young baronet buried his face in his hands. 

And this was the rapturous home-eoming 
he had pietured! Poor little Audrey, poor 
little miserably-deceived wife ! 




GHAPTER XIV. 

YISITORS FOR REBECCA STARLING. 

SHEN Stephen King returned a few 
minutes later, Raymond had re- 
covered at least outward eom- 
posure. This was a terrible blow, but it 
must be faced manfully, Perhaps things 
were not as bad as they seemed. He fe]t 
a sudden wave of eompasslon for Stephen 
sweep over his heart, but he knew that his 
duty to himseir, his wife, and to his dead 
father, demanded that nothing should be 
deeided hastily, without full and eertain 
proofs. 

SilentlyStephenundid the bundle of letters 
he earried, and one by one, in due order he 
handed them to Raymond to read. They 
* were all written in a large unskiiled hand- 
writing, with many faults of spelling and 
grammar, and oeeasionally, through utter ab- 
senee of punetuation and a profuse abundanee 
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of eapital letters, not a Httle difficult to 
deeipher. But gradually, as he worked his 
way through them, Raymond felt his hopes 
revive. It might be that eoming to them 
with a different bias of mind from Stephen's; 
he failed to discover the hidden meaning 
that the latter did in many of the words and 
phrases. 

As he laid the last one down, Stephen 
looked at him questioningIy. 

**They are eertainly proof that Joanna 
Starling eontinued to Iove Wilfrid long after 
she was supposed to have forgotten him, but 
I eannot find in them any proof of the marri- 
age,"said Raymond. 

**No, not legal proof. That has to eome. 
I have still several drawers of letters yet to 
look through," said Stephen, both piqued and 
relieved to find Raymond eould talk of the 
matter so ealmly. 

*' Of eourse we must use every endeavour 
to find out the truth," said the other, with 
knitted brows. " Is there no one who was 
alive at the time that ean give us any in- 
formation ? " 

" There is one person," answered Stephen, 
after a moment's hesitation. " But I am 
sorry to say she is utterly unprineipled ; a 
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witness whose evidence it would be im- 
possible to receive without eorroboration." 

" Perhaps we might manage to surprise the 
truth out of her," said Raymond, hopefully. 
** Where does she Iive, and who is she } " 

" She lives about five miles from here, and 
she is Joanna s mother," said Stephen, a little 
moodily. 

He was not proud of his relative. 

But Raymond's ever-ready cheerfulness 
had already begun to return to him. 

**A11 right, we'll get it out of her!**hc 
eried. " Not a moment to be lost, Stephen ; 
we'll go there to-morrow, you and I together, 
old fellow, and see if the two of us can*t 
be a mateh for her. And we*ll go through 
all the papers, and we*ll ask old Preston 
what he thinks about it; and never fear 
but we'll elear it up somehow. Is it a 
bargain ? " 

Raymond held out his hand, and Stephen 
took it, but there was an odd sore feeling 
in his heart. It was well for the young 
baronet io smile and look so cheerful now, 
but how would it be when he knew he 
must really leave the house and the lands for 
another to inherit, and go out into the world 
to seek his fortune ? What would that pretty 
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young wife do then, with her dainty Httle 
ways and rieh furs and eherry-eoloured 
ribbons ? Stephen thought of his own wife, 
living alone in those comfortless lodgings, 
and uneonseiously his heart hardened. Of 
eourse he hoped he would sueeeed, — and 
yet — and yet — in spite of himself a wave 
of something like remorse swept over 
him. 

Aeeording to his own experience trying to 
extract anything from Mrs. Rebeeea Starling 
was rather a forlorn hope, for in an indireet 
way he had often attempted to gain some 
information. But whether it were ignoranee 
or eunning, — a bad memory or a wilful 
perversion of facts, eertain it was that when- 
ever the gamekeeper's widow spoke of the 
old days her story was apt to vary aeeording 
to the mood she happened to be in. One 
day she would grumble at the giddiness and 
Aekleness of ungrateful daughters who did 
not know whieh side their bread was buttered 
and threw away **goIden ehanees;" another 
time she would launeh forth into a tirade of 
abuse against rieh foIks, who trampled down 
honest poor folks, as if they weren't flesh and 
blood like themselves, and eared for nothing 
if only they eould keep themselves soft and 
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comfortable, and eheated honest poor folks 
out of their just rights. 

But never in so many words had she said 
that Wilfrid Lake was married to her 
daughter Joanna. She hugged her know- 
ledge to herself, and would answer nothing 
except in ambiguous language. 

It was arranged that Stephen King and 
Raymond were to go the following day to 
Beekley. In the meanwhile Audrey was to 
be told nothing of the matter. 

Aeeordingly the next morning Mrs. Star- 
ling was a good deal startled by seeing two 
gentlemen walking up the gravel-path to her 
little eottage. Having risen late her toilet 
had been of the seantiest, and the remains of 
a tolerably hearty breakfast still adorned the 
untidy table. Taken unawares she had 
barely tinie to whisk a suspieious looking 
bottle into the eorner eupboard (although she 
eould not as easily dispose of the essenee that 
flavoured the room) before a knoek eame 
imperatively at the door. Drawing a dingy 
eoloured shawl aeross her shoulders, and 
pushing baek her thiek white loeks, she pro- 
eeeded to answer it. 

" Why, Steve, my boy Steve ! *' she eried, 
in a pretended transport of rapture, while 
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inwardly she was quaking lest some hint of 
her delinquencies had eaused this untimely 
visit. ** Now I do take it kind of you to 
eome and see your poor old grannie." 

Stephen wineed as she stretehed out a 
skinny elaw to weleome him. 

** We have eome on business," he said, 
shortly, " and have no lime to lose.'' 

** And who may this other gentleman be ? " 
she asked in a fawning voice, but with 
shrewd eyes that took in every detail of the 
stranger. 

" That's not a matter of importanee at 
present," returned Stephen. " Have you no 
other room to show us into } " he added, 
shrinking baek with disgust from the untidy 
kitehen. 

With some perturbation Mrs. Starling 
unloeked the door of what had onee been a 
pretty little sitting-room. The dust lay thiek 
all around, the blind hung erookedly, and 
apparently the window had not been opened 
for several months. One by one the little 
things with whieh Stephen had furnished it 
a year ago had departed to furnish means 
to satisfy Mrs. Starling's craving, and 
now the room looked stripped and bare and 
uncomfortabIe. However, it was a degree 
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better than the kitehen breathing forth gln and 
onions, and when Stephen had sprung forward 
and thrown open the window, the strangely- 
assembled trio sat down and prepared for a 
battle of wits. 

" Now, Mrs. Starling, I must ask you to 
give us your elosest attention," began 
Stephen, whieh was, perhaps, seareely a wise 
proeeeding, as it put the old woman on her 
guard. ** 1 must also ask you to pay striet 
heed to what you say, as any deviations 
from truth may have serious consequences." 

** Wants to frighten me, does he } *' thought 
Mrs. Starling. " But ril baffle him, I will." 
Aloud she said, with an air of injured 
innoeenee, **Why, Stevie, don't you know 
as nothing eould be farther from my thoughts 
than sueh a proeeeding ? What a bad 
opinion you must have of poor old grannie, 
who brought you up when your own — " 

** Now, Mrs. Starling, I must ask you to 
answer a few questions,'' said Raymond, as 
Stephen set his teeth with keenest disgust 
at the woman's wheedling tone. " Kindly 
tell me what year your daughter Joanna went 
to York." 

That, Mrs. Starling, after profound seareh- 
ing through her memory, deelared she was 
unable to do. 
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** Very good, then, rU assist your memory," 
said Raymond. " It was in the autumn of 
184—." 

** It might be, and then again it mightn*t 
be," said Rebeeea, eautiously. She wasn't 
a-going to eommit herself to nothing — she 
wasn't. 

" To whom did she go ? " 

To a lady, a' Mrs. Martin. Good. 

When did Mrs. Starling iirst hear of her 
marriage to Mr. King "i 

Then eame a long pause. 

" Joanna was rare and silly," remarked 
Mrs. Starling in a furtive manner. "She 
never wanted for sweethearts, that girl didn't, 
and then to think of her going and throwing 
herself away, as one might say." 

** When did you first hear she was married 
to Mr. King } " repeated Raymond. 

'* Joanna, she was that silly there was no 
getting tail-end of all her fads," rambled on 
Mrs. Rebeeea. "That wilful too, onee she 
got a thing into her head there was no getting 
it out. I always did tell her as she'd go and 
make a fool of herself one day, and sure 
enough, so she did." 

Raymond was almost in despair. 

•* Did you ever see Mr. King .'^" he asked, 
trying another question. 
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** Me ever see Mr. King ? When he'd 
been and gone to sea and got drownded long 
before ever I set eyes on him. And Steve, 
there, a poor little deserted babe — " 

** Now tell me the truth, if you know it," 
said Raymond, impatiently. " Was there 
ever a real Mr. King in the ease ? Or did 
Joanna marry anyone else who ehose to pass 
under that name ? " 

"And am I to aeeuse my poor girl as is 
dead and buried and ean't speak for herself, 
of being a liar?'* said Mrs. Starling, with 
pretended indignation. " No, sir, that you 
don't get any mother to do.'' 

" Don't you see we only want the truth," 
said Stephen sternly. "And we'll have it 
yet, too, in spite of all your evasions. You 
refuse to tell us what you really know. Very 
well, it will be the worse for you." 

Mrs. Starling began to get a little 
frightened. Perhaps she had over-reached 
herself. 

*' I'm sure I wouldn't offend you, for 
worlds," she said, hastily, as the two men 
rose to go. "Though goodness knows, as 
how I work hard for my living, — and my 
poor girl dead and gone, she was always a 
dutiful daughter, though I must say Aighty at 
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times — well, as I was saying, she iieverspoke 
a sensible word to nie before she died, and 
that's the solemn truth.*' 

** Then you ean tell us nothing about King^ 
whatever ? " 

" No, sir, as I Iive, I never saw my girl's 
husband, and I don't know who he was no 
more than the man in the moon." 

" Now listen to me," said Stephen, in his 
sternest manner, and fixing his eyes on the 
old woman, who vainly tried to evade them, 
" do you mean to deny that after the death of 
Wilfrid Lake you did not go to the baronet, 
old Sir Stephen, and deelare that his son was 
seeretly married to your daughter ? " 

" It's so long ago — " faltered Mrs. Starling, 
uneasily. 

" You went to Sir Stephen Lake," repeated 
Stephen ; "you had the chi!d ehristened by 
one of the family names, and you threatened 
that unless he promised to provide for the 
boy you would tell the story all over the 
eounty." 

"Well, for aught I knew it might have 
been true/' shuffled Mrs. Starling, still defiant, 
but gradually beeoming uneasy under the 
fixed gaze of both the men. ** If Sir Stephen 
didn't believe me, why was he so ready to 
look after the boy ? " N 
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** Beeaiise he was a very foolish, generous 
man," said Raymond, "always getting into 
serapes, utterly reekless, and swayed by the 
impulse of the moment. He nearly wor- 
shipped his son Wilfrid, and anything that 
had ever had the slightest eonneetion with 
him he regarded as saered. Why, Wilfrid s 
very horse and dog were waited on more as 
if they had been human beings ; my father 
has often told me how Sir Stephen used to 
heap kindnesses on any one who had ever 
been good to Wilfrid, and the slightest word . 
against his boy used to drive him nearly 
frantic. He knew that Wilfrid had onee 
liked your daughter; he knew that Joanna 
had married, and that her husband was lost at 
sea. It was beeause of his own kind, foolish 
heart that he took eompassion on the poor 
baby. Though it was your own daughter s 
ehild, you would have sent it to the work- 
house, rather than let it be a burden on you." 

*' Then you, I take it, are Master Robert's 
son,*' said the old woman, with a sharp look of 
euriosity. **And you have eome home at 
last to the old plaee ? '* 

"Yes, rve eome baek," said Raymond, 
rising. " Now then, do we elearly under- 
stand from you that you know nothing what- 
ever of your daughter's husband ? " 
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'* That's the Uving gospel truth," answered 
Mrs. Starling, eagerly. " As sure as I stand 
here I was sent for to York when my 
daughter lay a-dying, and never before had 
I heard even as how she was married. But 
the landlady where she was, told me that her 
husband had suddenly disappeared, and never 
been heard of again, and my girl was that 
upset that she fell ill, and when I got there 
not a sensible word did she ever speak to me, 
and died quite ealm and peaceful-like as it 
might be four days after." 

Neither of the men doubted that Mrs. 
Starling was at last telling the truth. They 
were both disappointed, but they eaeh eame 
away with the feeling that his own view of the 
ease was the eorreet one. Stephen eould not 
help thinking that it was more than probable 
that Wilfrid Lake and the missing man King 
were one and the same. True there was no 
proof that Wilfrid had ever been to York, 
and there was the landlady's evidence that 
King was really a sailor, but nothing will alter 
the force of a fixed conviction. Raymond 
on the other hand was equal]y convinced that 
on reaehing York the fickle Joanna had 
speedily eonsoled herself for the loss of her 
gentleman-lover by marrying some one else. 
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In the meanwhile the two men returned 
home praetieally none the wiser than they had 
started. 
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GHAPTER XV. 

GERALDINE HARDENS HER HEART. 

ERALDINE living alone in her 
lodgings in Blenheim Terraee, had 
plenty of time for meditation. 
Barbara had been eompelled to return to 
Crosley, and as the days went on, Geraldine 
felt as if she was gradually beeoming petrified 
for want of some one to speak to. But all 
this while her resolution never wavered, and 
eit the end of two months, her heart was just 
as hard against her husband as on the day 
when she had first heard the truth from 
Rebeeea Starling. 

At first, proudly determined to be no 
burden on the man whom she had left, she 
tried to get some work to do, But as far as 
she Gould make out there seemed no plaee in 
busy London for her. The stream of life hur- 
ried past, leaving her a solitary and forlorn 
speetator on the brink ; no parents were waiting 
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for her to teaeh their ehildren, no editors were 
anxious for her MSS. By-and-bye she lost 
all heart, and was eontent to sit for hours 
simply brooding over the unhappiness of her 
fate, and indulging in idle dreams of the 
delights of what might have been. 

In these lonely watehes all her past life 
eame before her ; every by-gone word and 
aetion seemed to rise up and taunt her in this, 
her hour of humiliation. Most of all, her 
thoughts would go baek to that evening when 
Stephen had first asked her to marry him. 
Every ineident of the seene was stamped 
upon her mental vision — she saw the river 
running by, erimson with the level rays of the 
setting sun, she heard Stephens voice, and 
she heard her own ringing words in answer — • 

** rve no patienee with people who make 
a failure of their lives — it*s generally their 
own fault — people should be strong enough 
to over-master fate.** 

How had she earried out her own prin- 
eiples 1 W hat had her own life been but a 
miserable failure ? Whieh was the first fatal 
step that had led her into all this misery ? 

But there Geraldine stopped. In the 
greatness of her wrath against Stephen her 
9wn small , faults were ^prgotten. All her illsi^ 
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present and past, she ehose to put down to his 
inAuenee rather than to the ambitious nature 
whieh had seized the first opportunity of 
bettering its worldly eondition at the expense 
of any finer shades of loyalty or se]f-' 
sacrifice. 

Owen Trevor — she was eertainly not 
guilty with respeet to him. And yet why 
would tormenting little prieks of eonseienee 
every now and then suggest that even to him 
she had seareely aeted with perfect fairness 
and openness ? Why, after her engagement, 
had she waited three weeks before letting 
him know, and then made Barbara write 
instead of herself .'^ Why, indeed — unless it 
was beeause of a guilty feeling that perhaps 
Owen might justly feel a little hurt at th^ turn 
matters had taken. True, they had been like 
brother and sister to eaeh other, as she 
urged in self-excuse, but no sister would have 
delayed writing to a brother as she had 
delayed writing to Owen. 

But these little twinges of remorse were 
nothing in eomparison to the bitterness of 
mind with whieh Geraldine saw all her 
dreams of ambition melting into thin ain 
As time went on and Stephen wrote that he 
was still unable to prove his elaim, she.almost 
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began to believe that it was nothing but a 
made-up story on his part, inyented for the 
object of diverting her wrath when she 
discovered his deeeit. At last she wrote and 
told him never to mention the subject again, — 
she was tired of listening to all his absurd 
sehemes. After this there was a long 
silenee. 

It was New Year's Day. Ghristmas had 
passed in a dreary fashion, for Geraldine had 
refused togo down to her stepmothers at 
Grosley, and deelining Mrs. Purley's some- 
what frigid offer of festivity, had ehosen to 
remain all day in her own room. Go to 
ehureh ? No, thanks ; Geraldine was honest, 
if she were nothing else, she Aattered herself, 
and to go through the moekery of singing 
'* Good-will to air*' when her heart was full of 
angry feelings was more than she ehose to 
do. 

But after dark, when the streets were 
brilliant from many an uneurtained window, 
and the sound of talking and laughter was 
plainly audible through frosted panes, Geral-» 
dine, suddenly feeling that she would stifle if 
she stayed indoors another moment, threw on 
her fur eoat, and started off for a solitary 
ramble. 
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Her aimless steps presently earried her 
past a large building, through the stained 
glass wlndows of whieh a dim lustre showed 
there must be some faint Hght within. 

Yielding to a sudden irresistible impulse, 
Geraldine pushed open the heavy swing-door, 
and stepped noiselessly inside. It was a 
large and lofty ehureh in whieh she found 
herself, with mighty pillars, and a high-arehed 
roof, and a general atmosphere of quietness 
and ealm. 

Only the front part of it was lighted. a 
blaze of eandles on the altar showing the 
heaped-up masses of Aowers ; further baek 
a few gas-elusters shone on gHstening bunehes 
of holly and evergreen that wreathed eaeh 
pillar from floor to eeiling. Twenty or 
thirty worshippers, for the most part solitary, 
and sitting one by one in the wide expanse of 
empty pews, dotted the front seats ; a hand- 
ful of ehoir boys oeeupied the richly-carved 
stalls in the ehaneel, and a white-robedelergy- 
man was standing up to deliver the opening 
sentenees as the dying notes of the organ 
eeased on the throbbing air. 

The baek of the ehureh where Geraldine 
stood was in absolute darkness, and over- 
mastered by a subtle feeUng whieh she did 
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not try to analyse, she made no movement to 
go when the service began, but waited, a 
silent speetator. The very quietness of the 
proeeedings possessed a eharm for her that 
no more elaborate performance eould have 
done. In her present state of feeling it 
seemed only natural that it should be far off 
in the light, while she stood baek In the 
darkness ; she took no part in the service, 
but merely looked on, and yet somehow it 
seemed as though never before in her life 
had every word gone so straight to her heart. 

It was all over very soon, and she was 
walking on through the deserted streets. As 
far as she knew no ehange in her mood had 
taken plaee, and yet, try as she would to 
banish them, eertain words would keep ring- 
ing in her ears: " He hath shewed strength 
with his arm ; He hath seattered the proud 
in the imagination of their hearts." 

Most of all the liquid sweetness of one boy s 
voice haunted her; as she went along it 
seemed still to be singing through the frosty 
night, and it went baek with her to her empty 
lodgings, and filled the silent room with its 
musie. 

That was a week ago now, and to-day she 
was sitting, staring absently into the iire. 
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It was ten days sinee she had heard from 
Stephen, and with woman's ineonsisteney, 
although she would have seorned the idea of 
pretending to value his letters, yet now when 
they eeased to eome, she was deeply hurt 
at his apparent negleet. Of eourse among 
all his grand friends he had forgotten her ; no 
doubt there were gay doings at Pineeross, 
she thought bitterly ; he was far too busy to 
spare a moment even to ask how she was 
getting on. 

Buried in her meditations, she was suddenly 
startled by the sound of a knoek at the front 
door. Yisitors to Mrs. Purley were rare, 
and for a moment a wild thought made her 
flush erimson and turn her head to listen. It 
was a familiar voice, but not Stephen's, that 
met her ear, and in another minute Mrs. 
Purley had opened her door and was ushering 
in Mr. Eden, the elergyman from Pineeross. 

Geraldine sprang up to weleome him, and 
then the reeolleetion of all that had passed 
sinee their last meeting rushed aeross her 
and held her baek. How mueh or how little 
of her story did he know } 
^ Mr. Eden eame forward and held out his 
hand. 

" I am afraid I have frightened you," he 
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said, for he notieed how Geraldine had 
ehanged from erimson to white. 

•* No, only my guests are rare, so I was 
rather unprepared," said Geraldine with a 
little laugh to cover her nervousness. " Pray 
sit down. You will have some tea ? *' 

" Thank you,*' said Mr. Eden, seating him- 
self as if he were in no hurry to depart, while 
Geraldine inwardly wondered how he had 
found her out, and what he wanted. A 
sudden rebellious thought Aitted aeross her 
mind that perhaps Stephen had sent him as a 
peaeemaker, and she resolved instantly to 
deeline any overtures made in that way. 
But then again she reflected that it was 
seareely like Stephen to do a thing like this ; 
in the first plaee he hardly knew Mr. Eden, 
and seeondly it was quite eontrary to his 
nature to employ any go-between where he 
and his wife were eoneerned. 

In the meanwhile she rang and ordered the 
tea, whieh Mrs. Purley earried in and 
dumped down on the table with rather an 
injured expression of face, and then Emma-r 
Augusta brought up the rear with a plate 
of knobbily-eut bread and butter. Geraldine 
felt her eheeks erimson as she thought of 
the very dififerent style of afternoon tea at 
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Pineeross, but Mn Eden was too engrossed 
with the mission he had eome upon to be 
eonseious of any defect in the food or in the 
serving. 

" You haven't honoured Pineeross with a 
visit sinee you left, Mrs. King, I believe ? " 
he began presently. 

**No," said Geraldine, looking down, and 
carefully smoothing the feathers of a sereen 
she held in her hand. 

**Are you acquainted with Sir Raymond 
and Lady Lake t No ? Ah, very niee young 
people, they seem ; Lady Lake, now, for 
instanee, is a eharming lady/* 

" I don't know her," replied Geraldine. 

** You would like her, I am sure," eontinued 
the elergyman. " She is so bright and kind, 
and altogether there is something very 
pleasing about her." 

** Indeed ? " s^id Geraldine. — Then, after a 
short pause, **Are you staying in London, 
Mr. Eden ? You will excuse my wondering 
how you managed to find me out." 

"Oh, I got your address — I got your 
address,'* said Mr. Eden, with a shortnervous 
eough. ** No, — the fact is, I only eame up 
from Hampshire an hour ago." 

Geraldine s busy fingers grew still. 
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** Were you sent to me ? " she asked, with 
a swift and sudden glanee. " Not from my 
husband ? If he thinks to inAuenee me in 
that way he is very mueh mistaken." 

Mr. Eden held up his hand. 

**Forgive me," he said quietly. ** It is 
true that I eome on aeeount of your husband, 
but he did not send me." 

** Then you have heard the story of our 
separation, I suppose ? " said Geraldine, her 
lip eurling. "Some kind friends have in- 
terested themselves in the matter, and no 
doubt you have eome in the hope of making 
a reeoneiliation between us." 

Mr. Eden looked at her with a grave and 
rather pitying glanee. 

" I have eertainly eome in the hope of 
making a reeoneiliation between you," he 
said, " but you are mistaken if you suppose 
anyone sent me with that object." 

** Then allow me to tell you that your 
journey will be in vain," said Geraldine, 
striving to speak as quietly as he did himself.. 
•* You don't know my reasons for refusing to 
have anything to do with my husband. He 
has earried on a persistent eourse of deeeit 
towards me, and I do not intend to forgive 
him. But I did not think that even he 
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would have gone so far as to allow aHother 
to intereede for him," 

'* Sometimes these matters are taken out 
of our hands," said Mn Eden, his rugged face 
softened with a strangely gentle look. 
** Believe me, Mrs. King, your husband has 
never knowingly mentioned the subject to 
any one/' 

** I am glad he has a little feeling of shame 
left,*' returned Geraldine, loftily. 

Mr. Eden still regarded her with that 
strangely grave expression, 

" You are very bitter against him ? " 

" Yes, I am," said Geraldine, frankly. 

** Do you intend never to forgive him ? *' 

" I intend him to be well punished iirst.'' 

"When will you eonsider he has been 
punished enough ? '* 

" I don't know — eertainly not yet," said 
Geraldine, with an affectation of earelessness. 

" And you will not eome to Pineeross ? I 
am eommissioned from the Miss Vickerys to 
invite you to their house." 

"Thank you, they are very kind, but I 
should never dream of going to Pineeross,'* 
said Geraldine, deeidedly. ** I intend never 
to set foot in the plaee again." 

" Lady Lake has sent you a speeial in- 
vitation ; she wants you to go there." 
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Mrs. King drew herself up a littte proudly. 

" Really, Mr. Eden/' she began, and then 
she eaught her breath, and paused, looking at 
him with a sudden question in her eyes. 

" Yes, something has happened,*' replied the 
elergyman. " Your husband has not sent for 
you, but nevertheless now your plaee is 
beside him." 

** What is it — what has happened ? " 

** He is ill — but eome, now, be brave, dear 
Mrs. King ; we must always hope for the 
best." 

Hope for tke best — Geraldine knew what 
that meant — that was what they always said 
when — she stopped, a great shudder passing 
over her. 

'* He is dead," she said, in a eold dull 
voice. He was dead, and she had never 
forgiven him, and now never, never again as 
long as she Iived would she have the ehanee. 

Oh, it was eruel ! Why was it not she that 
was dead, while Stephen .Iived to repent the 
wrong he had done her? It was too hard, 
too eruel, that she should have first all the 
suffering and then all the remorse. Oh^ 
Siephen, Stephen, what would she not have 
given now to see his face again, to feel the 
toueh of his hand, — but he had gone, passed 
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away for ever from the reaeh of either her 
forgiveness or her hate. 

"Your husband is not dead — indeed, I 
assure you, I am telHng the truth,** said Mr. 
Eden, earnestly. " He is very, very ill, but 
all hope is not yet gone. I have eome to 
take you to him. There is a train baek 
about six. We ean eateh that. You will 
want to take some things with you } " 

The neeessity for immediate aetion brought 
Geraldine baek to her senses. It was the 
work of a few minutes to paek a little hand- 
bag of neeessaries, and in less than an hour 
from that time she and the elergyman were 
seated in the train and whirling down to 
Wellington GoIIege. 




GHAPTER XVI. 

LADY DRUMMOND PRONOUNGES JUDGMENT. 

|ELL, I always thought there was 

something peeuhar about them," 

eoneluded Lady Drummond. 

It was the drawmg-room at Holmwood, 

and afternoon tea was going on in full 

conclave. 

"Why, if you remember, dear Lady 
Drummond, it was you who took sueh a 
fancy to Mrs. King," said Hester Grashaw. 

" Perhaps just at first I may have done so," 
admitted Lady Drummond, with a passing 
wish that her dear young friend was not gifted 
with sueh an inconvenient memory. " But 
after that day at Pineeross I always thought 
there must be something queer about them. 
It was quite evident then that Mrs. King 
knew nothing really about the plaee, but I 
must say I was not prepared for her turning 
out quite sueh an impostor as she must un- 
doubtedly have been." 
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'*An impostor? Why, what do you 
mean ? '' asked Miss Grashaw, who had been 
abroad for the last two months, and had 
aeeordingly missed mueh of the loeal gossip. 

" Haven't you heard ? Well, it turned out 
that Mr. King was nothing more than Sir 
Raymond's seeretary. When the Lakes eame 
home, they were so angry, most rightly too, 
at the part Mrs. King had taken upon herseif 
to play, that they sent her straight out of the 
house. I wonder they did not dismiss her 
husband as well, but I dare say Sir Raymond 
was sorry for him, and so let him stay on.'* 

" I think there must be a little mistake 
somewhere," interrupted Miss Dally Vickery, 
in a small meek voice. " For when I met 
Lady Lake the other day she did not even 
know Mr. King was married, so she eould 
not have exactly sent Mrs. King out of the 
house." 

Lady Drummond put up her double eye- 
glass as a token of her astonishment at Miss 
Dally's presumption, but as that lady was 
short-sighted herself, she was not so eonseious 
of the blank stare direeted aorainst her as the 
rest of the eompany, who found it a matter of 
mueh present and future amusement. 

" Indeed ? " remarked the hostess, Ioftiiy. 
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" I merely tell the story as I heard it. No 
doubt Miss Dalmatia Vickery has more 
reliable sourees of information." 

"Oh, no — really," replied that lady in 
modest depreeation. ** I only know what 
Lady Lake told me — and Mr. King. I think 
Mr. King said his wife went up to London 
before the Lakes eame baek." 

"That looks bad — very bad, that extra- 
ordinary haste to get away," said Lady 
Drummond, judicially. '* You may depend 
upon it Mrs. King was afraid to stay and face 
Lady Lake. Really it was most ill-judged of 
Mr. Eden to go and introduee a person whom 
no one knew anything about to all the eounty. 
It was he, you know, who brought her to the 
bazaar, and aetually to my very stall." 

" Mr. Eden is here to receive his rebuke in 
person," said a pleasant voice, whieh made 
most of the eompany start, and the next 
moment a tall blaek Agure stepped out of the 
gathering dusk into the eirele of Arelight. 
"What is the latest pieee of folly he has 
eommitted } Pray let him hear, that he may 
duly repent." 

**We were only talking about Mr. and 
Mrs. King," Lady Drummond hastened to 
explain, with a little sweetness added to her 
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tones. "You have of eourse heard all the 
truth about them now ? It was most im- 
pertinent, as I eonsider it, for Mrs. Kingto 
eome and pass herself off in the eounty as an 
equal among us. No wondershe fled direetly 
her deeeit was discovered." 

" I assure you Mrs. King was as mueh 
deceived as any one," said Mr. Eden. ** That 
lady is far too proud to wish to pass under 
false eolours. I am sorry that it was in a 
measure owing to me that she should be 
subjected to sueh an idea for a moment." 

Lady Drummond drew her brows together ; 
Miss Dally looked gratefully at the elergy- 
man. On the few oeeasions when she had 
seen her, she had been mueh pleased with the 
eourteous manner in whieh Geraldine had 
listened to her rambling remarks, and she 
eould not bear to sit by and hear her favourite 
eritieised so unkindly* 

** Well, I don't know whose the fault was, 
but there has been mueh to blame some- 
where," said Lady Drummond, deeidedly, 
and then the conversation turned to other 
matters. 

By-and-bye when Miss Dalmatia rose to 
go, the elergyman also said good-bye. 

"I believe our way^ lie together^" he 



2 1 4 GERALDINES HUSBAND. 



remarked, and Miss Dally assented with a 
little Autter of pleased nervousness. 

"The fact is, I have a favour to ask of 
you," he explained, as they left the gates of 
Holmwood, and were walking in the direetion 
of their own parish. " There is some trouble 
up at Pineeross, Mr. King is very ill indeed — 
rheumatie fever. The doetor is afraid he 
may not recover." 

"Oh, don't say that,'' eried Miss Dally. 
** Oh, Mr. Eden, his poor young wife ! 
Have they sent for her 1 ** 

" That is the difficulty," replied Mr. Eden. 
" There has been a sort of quarrel between 
them, and Mr. King has forbidden them to 
send for her. He seems afraid of her resent- 
ment, and says she is determined never to 
go baek to him." 

** But she would never be so hard-hearted," 
said Miss Dally, shoeked and horrified. ** Oh, 
Mr. Eden, you must go to her and tell her 
she musi eome ; she eould not dream of 
refusing." 

** No, I do not think she will. But suppose 
she does not stay at Pineeross, is there any 
plaee in the neighbourhood where she ean 
stop ? '* . 

** Let her eome to us," said Miss Dally, 
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eagerly. ** How would it do just to invite her 
down without telling her why, and then you 
know we ean break the news gently to her." 

Mr. Eden smiled a little sadly, He had 
not mueh faith in " breaking the news 
gently.'' 

"Yes, that will be best," eontinued Miss 
Dally, mueh delighted with her plan. " Tell 
her we are longing so mueh to see her, and 
she need not know, you know, that we have 
heard anything about her. I mean about 
who Mr. King really is — '' she stopped, 
remembering that only herself and Mr. 
Trevor had overheard the old woman's words 
that day at Pineeross. 

" I will go to her to-morrow," said Mr. 
Eden, "and I will earry her your kind 
message, Miss Dalmatia. But if she refuses 
to eome, I shall have to tell her the truth — 
for Dr. Laeey says there is no time to be 
lost." 

So that was how Geraldine eame to havc 
her visitor on New Year's Day, and why an 
hour later she was speeding baek to Pineeross, 
in spite of her often-expressed determination 
never to set foot in the plaee again. 

The wind was moaning through the pine 
trees, and masses of eloud were driven aeross 
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the moonlit sky, as Geraldine looked out 
from the earriage-window. Here at last was 
the house again — a flood of light pouring 
forth from the lamp above the hall-door. But 
all the upper windows were darkened. 

Geraldine sprang out first, and ran up the 
steps and into the hall. Here a lady eame 
forward and stopped her. 

" You have eome ? I am glad," she said, 
in a sweet weleoming voice. " Gome in here 
to the fire — No, you are not too late.'* 

" Where is he ? I must go to him." 

Lady Lake drew an arm-ehair to the fire. 

" You must sit down first and rest," she 
said in an authoritative tone. "Your hus- 
band does not know you have eome, and he 
must not be startled." 

Geraldine obeyed reluetantly. 

" When wili he be told ? I should like to 
go to him as soon as possible." 

" The doetor wili be here again, presently, 
we wili ask him,'* said Lady Lake evasively. 
** Ah, here is my husband." 

Geraldine looked at the husband and wife 
whom she regarded as her rivals. How little 
had she imagined that she would ever be 
sitting as a guest at their hearth, while Lady 
Lake waited on her with every show of 
sympathy and respeet. 
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Sir Raymond eame forward and spoke a 
few kind words. He was a younger mani 
than her husband, with a frank boyish manner, 
and the erop of eurly reddish hair that Lady 
Drummond had spoken of as belonging to 
him in ehildhood. 

Audrey was very pretty, in a girlish way. 
Geraldine found herself studying her as the 
firelight daneed upon her face and soft brown 
hair, and wondering how she would have 
aeted had their positions been reversed, and 
Raymond deceived her as Stephen had done. 

It struek to her heart with a sharp stab of 
pain when she saw the light of love and pride 
with whieh the young wife turned to greet 
her husband. Geraldine was no older than 
Audrey, but she felt that never again in all 
her life eould she look at her husband with 
sueh absolute trust and eonAdenee. Then 
she started with a little nervous shiver at the 
sound of wheels on the gravel. 

" The doetor ! Now I may go up," she 
said. 

But the time had not yet eome. Dn 
Laeey, — a silent, slow-mannered man, but 
with a wonderful amount of determination in 
his eyes and mouth — went up to see his 
patient, but retiirned with no good report, 
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Mr. King was in a most preearious eondition, 
the least excitement • might be fatal, — he 
eould not possibly allow Mrs. King to go up 
to him. 

** But I must go up — he will die without my 
saying good-bye to him," said Geraldine. 

** He will die with your saying good-bye to 
him," said Dr. Laeey, " No, Mrs. King, I 
am very sorry, but as matters stand at present 
I should not be justified in allowing you to 
see my patient. The only hope is in keeping 
him absolutely quiet." 

" But I will be quite ealm," pleaded 
Geraldine, **you do not think I am so ehildish 
as not to be able to eontrol myself ? I will 
be just as quiet as you ean imagine." 

But the doetor shook his head relentlessly. 

** I do not doubt you will earry out your 
part admirably," he said, " but you will forgive 
my saying so, Mrs. King, but the mere 
mention of your name had sueh a bad effect 
when I introdueed it a moment ago, that 
I should dread even to repeat the ex- 
periment. No, no, you must be eontent to 
wait till the fancy passes; siek people have 
funny ideas, you know, but they must bc 
humoured. To-morrow, no doubt — well, 
good-bye, Lady Lake, I shall look in the first 
thmg in the morning." 
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Dr. Laeey had gone, inwardly ejaculating at 
the folIy of men and women who wasted their 
lives in senseless quarrels. Geraldine stood 
staring at the fire with a eold misery settling 
down on her heart. 

Audrey felt that here indeed was a sorroW 
for whieh her experience eould suggest no 
eonsolation. A husband to refuse to see his 
own wife! How he must hate her, if the 
mere mention of her name were enough to 
excite him so unfavourably. 

*' Never mind, he doesn't mean it," she 
said, timidly. ** Raymond is often eross with 
me when he gets one of his bad head-aehes. 
Mr. King will only be too glad to see you 
when he is a little better." 

Geraldine turned her dull eyes upon her. 

" You don' t understand," she said, slowly. 
^* It is my own fault, I said I should never 
forgive him, and that I never wished to see 
him again, and now I have been taken at my 
word." 

"Yes, but you didn't mean it when you 
spoke — you were angry — you spoke hastily in 
the heat of the moment." 

^*No, I didn't, — I quite meant it,'* said 
Geraldine. " I have never altered my mind 
for more than two months. On Ghristmas 
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Day I threw away my last ehanee, and now I 
shall never have another." Then with a 
sudden eagerness, **When did Stephen fall 
iU ? " 

"Three days after Christmas. He eame 
in very wet, and said he had been standing 
about all the morning, ankle-deep in the melted 
snow. He must have got a ehill, for two 
days afterwards we had to send for Dr. 
Laeey.*^ 

"Yes, I knew it," said Geraldine. **We 
had a quarrel, and I left him and went ' to 
live in lodgings in London. On Ghristmas 
Day, in the evening, I thought I would write 
to him, — I got out pen and paper, and then 
an evil spirit eame and toM me not to be so 
foolish, — that Stephen had not been punished 
half enough, and that if I gave in so easily 'he 
would soon forget I had anything to forgive.'* 

" Oh, what a pity you did not write," said 
Audrey, simply. ** He would just have got 
the letter in time. Oh, how sorry you must 
be that you did not write !" 

" Yes, but I wasn't going to let him think 
that I forgave him just beeause I was tired of 
living alone," said Geraldine, proudly. "** I 
was horribly lonely in that dreary.plaee, but 
ikat would neverhave made me give in." ^ 
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" I wish you had written," repeated Audrey . 
" Noio he is too ill, I am afraid to understand 
anything." 

" It is my own fault/* said Geraldine, 
relapsing into her former despondeney. 
" Nothing ean be done. It is my own fault. 
I said I would never forgive him, — and now 
it is too late.'* 

All that night as she sat before the fire in 
her bedroom, watehing the glowing embers 
and hearing the tinkle of the falling einders, 
she eould think of nothing but her own 
words — " It is my own fault — it is my own 
fault.'' Where was now her passionate 
resentment — her sense of being wronged — 
her proud hatred of deeeit ? Gone, all gone, — 
and in the silenee of the watehing night she 
seemed to hear the haunting sweetness of the 
ehoir-boy's voice as it had pierc6d through 
her very soul on Ghristmas Day. ** He hath 
shewed strength with His arm; He hath 
seattered the proud in the imagination of 
their hearts.'* 

Yes, it was all true. '* In the imagination 
of her heart," she had pietured herself as the 
injured wife, bearing her wrongs with dignity 
and proper pride. Now she only saw herself 
as the hard, vindictive woman who had 
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thrown away her last ehanee of reeoneiliation 
with the man whom after all she loved best in 
the world. Waiting there in her lonely 
ehamber, by her own aet banished from his 
presenee, she eould think of nothing but a 
thousand little instanees of Stephen's Iove 
and eare for her. How selfish she had been 
all through, how eold and ungrateful ! AIl 
her life she had been aeeustomed to having 
her own way, and now it had brought its 
punishment with it. Not by any thwarting 
of her will, but by being allowed to earry all 
her resolves through to theirbitter eonelusion, 
Geraldine learnt the lesson that was henee- 
forth to teaeh her to be a nobler woman. 

The faintest glimmer of dawn was shining 
through the uneurtained window when there 
eame a low tap at the door. 

Audrey, in her searlet dressing-gown, with 
her soft hair falling on her shoulders, and her 
eyes heavy with sleeplessness, stood on the 
threshold. 

" Come now, — you ean eome and see him," 
she said quietly. 

Without a word Geraldine rose and 
followed her. 
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GHAPTER XVII. 

LOVE eOMES BACK TO THE VACANT DWELLING. 

" And I think in the lives of most women and men 
There's a moment when all would go smooth and 
even, 
If only the dead eould find out when 
To eome baek and be forgiven." 

'ERALDINE laid down the book 
she was reading. 

It was already a week sinee 
the night when Lady Lake eame to her 
room, and ealled her to see her husband. As 
Geraldine had followed her she knew without 
need of speeeh why she had been summoned. 
Stephen King was dying. There was no 
longer any reason why his wife should be 
kept from seeing him. 

At the door Lady Lake turned and said in 
a warning voice, 

" You must keep quite oalm, you know. 
Remember, he is very, very weak.** 
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** I am quite ealm," replied Geraldine. 
And indeed it was true. She was ealm with 
that absolute deadness of feeling that 
eomes when all hope and fear have utterly 
fled. 

Lady Lake turned the handle softIy, and 
they went in. 

For a brief moment Geraldine's heart 
seemed almost to stop beating, but she 
never lost her presenee of mind, and the 
seene her eyes looked on then, was stamped 
for ever afterwards on her memory. A 
shaded lamp was burning on the table 
against the wall ; near the fire stood a nurse 
in snowy eap and apron. But Geraldine's 
eyes turned immediately to the bed, where 
swathed up in eotton-wool to his very 
finger-tips, her husband lay wearily rolling 
his head baekwards and forwards on the 
pillow; his eheeks were Aushed searlet, his 
eyes burning with the fire of fever. 

"Oh, Tm so hot — so hot — so hot," he 
sighed, as Geraldine eame and stood beside 
him. " I must get up ; Tm stiAing here." 

** Stephen," said Geraldine, softIy. 

For a moment the siek man seemed to 
listen, but in another instant the restless 
movement began again, and the piteous 
ery, 
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**0h, rm so hot — so hot! Besides, rm 
wasting the time here. I want to be at work 
again. Gherry won*t believe me, but I want 
to show her Tm really telling the truth now. 
Nurse, where are my elothes ? " 

" Stephen, don't you know me ? " said 
Geraldine, with a little sob in her voice, but 
her husband only stared at her suspieiously. 

** Nurse, I wish you would send this 
woman away," he said, fretfully. " And give 
me my elothes, please ; I have told you I 
wish to get up." 

" You eannot get up just now, sir ; it is the 
middle of the night," said the nurse ad- 
vancing, and speaking in an utterly matter-of- 
fact tone that had the effect of instantly 
ealming her patient* 

Then she told Geraldine to go and sit in 
a eorner of the room where her husband 
eould not see her, and soon he forgot all 
about his dislike to the "strange woman,'* 
and again rambled off into ineoherent 
speeehes, in whieh all his plans, past, present, 
and future, were mixed up inextricably, and 
Geraldine, Pineeross, Rebeeea, Joanna, Ray- 
mond Lake, and old Sir Stephen seemed to 
be whirling like phantoms through his 
troubled brain. 
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By-and-bye the nurse eame and spoke to 
Geraldine, and told her that the doetor had 
given permission for her to be sent for in ease 
Stephen grew delirious ; it might be that the 
siek man would presently recover eonseious- 
ness, and then if his eyes rested for the first 
time on his wife there would be less excite- 
ment for him than if her eoming were 
formally announeed to him. 

" Then you did not send for me beeause 
you thought he was dying ? '* said Geraldine, 
eatehing her breath in a strange new gasp of 
hope. 

•* Gertainly not,*' returned the nurse. " Mr. 
King is making himself worse with eeaseless 
worry. Onee he is sensible again it will do 
him all the good in the world to have you 
beside him ; but as he positively forbade us to 
send for you, we were afraid of the excite- 
ment, if he should have heard you had 
eome." 

Then all was not yet lost. Geraldine felt 
as if no task eould be too hard for her if only 
Stephen knew of her love and penitenee. 
Patiently, as the slow hours erept away, she 
sat beside his bed ; and after all it was not as 
she had imagined, when she had pietured 
herself pronouneing a full pardon to Stephen, 
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but on a very different oeeasion that the 
words were really spoken, 

She had been reading to him some of 
Owen Meredith's poems. When she had 
Anished " Resurreetion/' she put aside the 
book. 

** That poem always used to puzzle me," 
she said. *' But I think I understand it 
better now." 

; ** I ean't say that I do, then," said Stephen,. 
" I ean never make out whether it is a real 
physieal resurreetion of the man's dead love, 
or whether it is only the remembranee of her 
that has started up so vividly that it is 
stronger even than tlie aetual presenee of the 
other woman by his side." 

" Oh, it is the real person, Tm sure," said 
Geraldine ; ** the report of her death must 
have been false. But the beauty of the 
poem to me is summed up in the last verse. 
Of all hard things it is the hardest of all to 
know just * when to eome baek and be for- 
given.* We either eome baek too soon, 
when the person we have wronged is not 
ready to forgive us, or we wait till too late, 
when the moment has passed for ever." 

Stephen stretehed out a hand, still eneased 
in its shapeless mass of eotton wool. 
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" Well, Gherry, you must teaeh me just the 
right moment," he said, with a gleam of his 
former mischief. " It was quite out of my 
power to discover it" 

Geraldine blushed a little. 

" The moment has passed. If you forgivQ 
me, rU forgive you. Is it a bargain ? " 

** Not a very fair one, but sinee the ad- 
vantage Hes on my side, rU agree," said. 
Stephen, eontentedly, "So we start quits 
then for the future.'' 

" Yes," said Geraldine, and then there was 
silenee for a few minutes. 

Presently Stephen spoke again. 

" Geraldine," he sald, in a troubled voice, 
" sinee I have been lying here, another thing 
has bothered me terribly." 

His wife looked at him a little anxiousIy. 

" What is it, Stephen ? " 

" I wish to goodness Raymond Lake and 
his wife wouldn't be so disgustingly kind to 
me. It makes me feel like a traitor." 

"They are very kind," returned Geraldine, 
with a slightly guilty feeling of never 
having forgiven their innoeent usurpation of 
Pineeross. 

'* How ean I have the face to turn them 
out, then ? " 
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"Would you like them still to eontinue 
here ? " 

** I should like to have my rights/* said 
Stephen, restlessly. " But I hate to get 
them at another's expense. But still you 
know, if I honestly think I should own the 
plaee, I don't think it would be right to give 
up trying to gain all the proofs." 

" Sir Raymond thinks that too," answered 
Geraldine. *' He has been looking through 
a lot of old papers while you have been 
ill.'' 

" That's right, — he's a good fellow, old 
Ray," said Stephen, eagerly. " Geraldine, 
won't you enjoy being mistress here 
again ? '* 

•'No,— I don't think I should," said 
Geraldine, quietly. 

*' You won't ? Why, Gherry, when I have 
been toiling all these months for you ! " 

" Poor Steve," said his wife, softly. 
" But think what a blow it would be for 
the Lakes to be turned out. For after all, 
Stephen, they have been very kind to you 
for years when they only imagined you were 
a poor boy.'* 

" Yes, I know — I know.'* 

•* And we eould live quite comfortably on 
the salary Sir Raymond gives you." 
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" But you won*t live in this neighbour- 
hood," said Stephen. *' And if I leave 
Pineeross I don't get the salary.'* 

"Yes, I will live here," said Geraldine. 
"There is a sweet little eottage just near the 
Vicarage ; we might have that." 

** Well, but still I don't see how I ean give 
in," said Stephen returning to the starting 
point. 

" No, only I meant that in ease you should 
be unsuccessful ! You would not be too dis- 
appointed," said Geraldine. 

" I think I should be glad — on the whole/' 
said Stephen, frankly. " Tm siek to death 
of the whole subject. Only I thought you 
would be so glad to have Pineeross really for 
your own." 

" No, I shall be just as happy without it,'* 
said Geraldine. **Stephen, Tm going ' to 
engage that eottage." 

•* Very well, as you please," said Stephen. 
" But you know, Gherry, the matter is not 
ended yet." 

" No, and I don't know when it ever will 
be,'* returned Geraldine, with a little sigh. 
** By the way, Stephen, Lady Lake doesn't 
know anything about it, yet, does she } " 

**. No; Raymond and I agreed to say 
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nothing until we discovered more positive 
proof. It is no good worrying her till 
matters are more deeided. It may be, after 
all, that there will be nothing to tell her." 

Geraldine sat in silent thought for some 
minutes. A plan was slowly forming in her 
mind, but she seareely knew how to speak of 
it to her husband» At last she said timidly, 

"Stephen." 

Her husband turned to look at her. 
That almost pleading voice was so unlike 
Geraldine's. 

'* Weli ? " he said. 

But Geraldine still hesitated. She knew 
now how ambitious Stephen was, and how 
dear to his heart were the plans that had 
oeeupied it for so many years. What she did 
not know was the way in whieh his love for 
her had grown, and that in eomparison with 
the rapture of her presenee all sehemes of 
worldly advancement faded to absolute in- 
signiAeanee. 

Looking at his face, worn with fever and 
suffering, Geraldine felt a sudden new rush of 
tenderness eome over her. And side by side 
with it, thinking of that other young wife so 
happy in her innoeent delight, her resolution 
strengthened and found words. 
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" Stephen," she said firmly, but stiU in that 
unaeeustomed tone of entreaty ; " you won't 
be angry with what I am going to say ? " 

" Angry ? What an idea ! *' 

" Oh, but it isn't very pleasant," said 
Geraldine, bravely. " Very possibly you 
won't like it at all when you hear." 

" Let me be the judge of that'* 

" This is it, then. Sinee you ve been ill, 
and Lady Lake and Sir Raymond so kind, 
and all — rve been thinking — how would it 
do — what need is there to bother at all about 
this wretehed business ? Why not let matters 
stay just as they are? I tell you I ean 
seareely look Lady Lake in the face when I 
think of the way we are plotting to turn her 
out of Pineeross. I wouldn't like any one to 
go through what I felt when I first heard 
the news about myself, and — and — she's so 
young, and sweet — " Geraldine's voice died 
away. 

Stepheri made no answer. He lay staring 
straight in front of him, with his eyes fixed 
on vacancy. His nature was neither romantie 
nor impulsive. He knew what was implied 
if he eonsented to Geraldine's proposaL It 
meant simply that for the whole rest of his 
life he must be eontent to remain in the 
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position from whieh he most earnestly desired 
to free himself. Beside would it be right — 
would it be just ? 

His thoughts began to whirl confusedIy; 
at that moment he eould neither agree nor 
dissent to what Geraldine asked. 

**You don*t know what you are saying. 
ehild," he said, with some irritation. " It is 
out of the question — out of the question. 
How ean I deeide a matter like this all in a 
moment ? You must let me think it over." 

" Of eourse, you know best,'* said Geral- 
dine, meekly. ** It*s all sueh a tangle to- 
gether ; I don't know what's right and what's 
wrong. But oh, Stephen, living with Audrey 
Lake makes one feel what a mean, selfish 
ereature I really am ! " 

" Oh, Lady Lake's all very well," said 
Stephen, grudgingly. " But rve got my own 
wife to look after, first. It's all for your sake, 
Gherry — all for your sake," he went on, 
eagerly. " I want to make up for the wrong 
I did you. When you are really mistr^s of 
Pineeross, you will be quite happy, won't 
you ? " 

Geraldine's eyes filled with tears. 

" You know you always hated to be poor ; 
you told me so, yourself,'* eontinued the rest- 
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less voice. " I should never have dreamed of 
marrying if I eould not have given you a 
position worthy of you. There was that 
Other young felIow — what was his name ? 
Trevor ? Well, you had better by far have 
married Trevor ; he's going a-head like wild- 
fire^ — will soon be making his two or three 
thousand a-year. Why, what's the matter ? 
Don t ery, little goose. It will all eome right 
in the end. You shall be mistress of Pine- 
eross and the happiest little wife in the eounty. 
What was it you wished for ? To be rieh 
and happy, and to have a good time. 
Well, it*s all eoming true ; don't you 
be frightened. No, no, Gherry, for your 
sake, dear, I eouldn't give up my elaims." 

Geraldine ehoked baek her tears, and arose, 
pale and ealm. 

" It is time for your luneh, Stephen," she 
said, gently. ** I must go and see why it has 
never eome up." 

And a moment later she had Ieft the 
room. 
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BARBARA TO THE RESGUE. 

T was no use, Geraldine thought 
sadly ; no use to attempt to fight 
against Stephen's fixed purpose. 
Besides, at present he was quite too ill to 
bear any more diseussions on the subject. 

But one thing she was resolved upon ; not 
to stay a day longer at Pineeross than was 
absolutely neeessary. Every look at Audrey's 
sweet uneonseious face was like a pang to 
her; every kind word or aetion of Sir 
Raymond's struek her with a sharp sense of 
her own ambition and selfishness. 

Near the Vicarage was a small unoeeupied 
eottage, not unlike the one to whieh she and 
her husband had eome on their first arrival at 
Pineeross. This Stephen had immediately 
thought of taking when he heard the news 
that the Lakes were eoming home, and to 
this Geraldine now determined to go. Long 
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before Stephen was well enough to be moved, 
she had furnished, arranged, and taken 
possession of it, working with a feverish 
energy eharaeteristie of herself, and refusing 
all offers of help from Audrey. To that 
gentle lady, Geraldine was a souree of eon- 
tinual wonder and disappointment. Knowing 
nothing of the seeret springs that governed 
her eonduet, she thought her strange, 
eaprieious, and unresponsive, and then some 
sudden almost passionate exclamation of 
seIf-reproach on Geraldine's part would eause 
her to waver in her opinion, and again to 
experience a feeling of affection and admira- 
tion for her. 

The first days of Pebruary were already 
beginning to lengthen over the Berkshire 
ridges when Geraldine left Pineeross to take 
up her abode at Brookwood. It was settled 
that for the present, at least, Stephen should 
eontinue with the Lakes, and Geraldine 
gladly aeeepted his suggestion that Barbara 
should eome again and pay her a visit That 
young lady was not a little interested in the 
turn matters had taken, and as usual had no 
hesitation in expressing her opinions to 
Geraldine. 

*VThe.re's nothing for it, Gherry, but to let 
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things go on ; Stephen will never give in," 
she said, with a wise shake of her head, 
when Geraldine had briefly explained the 
situation to her. " I should just like, 
myself, to have a good rummage among 
those old family papers, and see if I eouldn't 
bring something to light. I believe rd 
pretty soon discover something.'* 

" You ? Why, you absurd ehild, do you 
think you are cleverer than Stephen and Sir 
Raymond } " said Geraldine with some seorn. 
" Wouldn't you like to go up to Pineeross, 
and offer to help them in their seareh ? *' 

** There might be a worse suggestion,'* 
sald Barbara, tbssing baek her bushy mane. 
Then she sat buried in thought for quite 
three minutes. 

** Geraldine," she said, in the eourse of 
the same afternoon, ** Tm going for a walk 
with Laddie. We 11 be baek before it gets 
dark." 

** Very well. Don't lose your way ; onee 
you get among the pine woods sometimes it 
is rather confusing." 

Barbara nodded cheerfully and departed, 
Laddie eareering wildly at her side. 

It was not in the direetion of the woods, 
however, nor yet of the eommon, that she 
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went. Leaving the little garden of the 
eottage she passed the Vicarage half-hidden 
in its network of ivy, and walked straight 
along the high road until she eame to the 
lodge-gates of Pineeross. Passing through 
these she marehed up the avenue, and 
reaehing the hall-door, rang the bell, and 
asked boldly for Mr. King. 

She was shown into a little ante-room 
off the library, and here in a few minutes 
Stephen eame to her. Barbara had never 
eared for her brother-in-law, but she was 
shoeked now to see him looking so thin and 
ill, and she felt more kindly-disposed towards 
him than she had ever done before. 

He eame to meet her with outstretehed 
hand. 

*^ You have arrived 1 That is good. How 
is Geraldine ? You must look after her, 
Barbara. She has had mueh to worry her," 

"Oh, Gherry's all right," said Barbara, 
with sisterly nonehalanee. *' You don't look 
remarkably brilliant, yourseIf," she went on, 
with her keen girl-eyes fixed on him. 

" Tm as well as possible," returned 
Stephen, shortly. " But about Gherry — is 
that house comfortabIe 1 The wretehed 
doetor won*t let me out-of-doors while this 
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villainous east wind lasts, and there's no one 
to see after her, or anything." 

^'Oh, yes, there is; there's me," said 
Barbara ealmly. **Don't be frightened, 
Stephen ; weVe everything very comfortable 
at the eottage. Geraldine would be quite 
happy if only you were there, too." 

Stephen's face ehanged. 

** You don't know what you are talking 
about, Barbara,'* he said, not unkindly. 
** You look after Geraldine, and don't try to 
put things right that you don t understand." 

** Don t I understand ? " said Barbara, 
Aushing with indignation. "You think Vm 
a ehild, but Tm not. Tm fifteen years old, 
and Miss Gordon says Tm the most eapable 
girl she knows. Why, Geraldine wouldn't 
eare a bit, now, to own this plaee." 

^' Well, well, — let that be for the present," 
said Stephen, rising, and paeing hastily up 
and down the room, **Ah, here is Lady 
Lake." 

Barbara's heart beat a little faster as the 
door leading from the library opened, and a 
lady eame in. From where she stood 
she eould see the book-lined room, with its 
heavy furniture, and carved oak eupboards 
and writing tables. In what seeret reeess 
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might not He eoneealed the proofs that eould 
set at rest all doubts as to the real ownership 
of Pineeross ? 

Audrey eame forward with a few words of 
pleasant greeting, and Barbara's heart was 
won on the spot. She readily aeeepted Lady 
Lake's invitation to tea in her own sitting- 
room, and the two were soon warm friends. 
Lady Lake was herself young ; she missed 
the eompanionship of her own many brothers 
and sisters, and there was something very 
pleasant in Barbara s frank and undisguised 
liking for her. Her attempts to be friendly 
with Geraldine had been but eoldly received ; 
here, however, was an eager little listener 
who was always willing to be at her service, 
and whose greatest pleasure seemed to be 
to please her new frienA 

When Barbara announeed somewhat re- 
luetantly that it was time for her to be 
starting for the eottage, Audrey offered to 
aeeompany her, and the two were soon 
walking briskly along the road. They parted 
at the entranee to the village, as the day was 
already elosing in, and Lady Lake would have 
a long walk home alone. 

She had not gone many steps, however, 
before a earriage overtook her. A mpment 
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later the horses drew up with a elatter on 
the frosty road, the brougham window was 
let down, and a somewhat artificially-sweet 
voice ealled to her, 

^^ Dear Lady Lake, I eouldn't dream of 
passing you ! See, there are some snow* 
Aakes already beginnmg to fall. You must 
let me drive you home." 

Audrey looked around doubtfully. East- 
ward, in the direetion of the wind, lay a 
heavy bank of yellow eloud, and a few white 
feathers were Auttering through the air. 
Long before she reaehed Pineeross they 
would be eoming thiek and fast. And yet 
she hated in any sense to be under the 
smallest obligation to Lady Drummond ; she 
felt an instinctive distrust of the perpetually 
smiling face, with its thin curved lips, and 
eold eyes. 

But she would not willingly hurt the 
feelings of any one. 

"Thank you," she began, pleasantly; "I 
am enjoying the walk. It is so fresh and 
erisp — I shall be home in no time." 

" Now, not a word — I insist — I positiveIy 
insisty^ said Lady Drummond, who was 
seeretly longing to get at the truth of eertain 
items of gossip that had eome to her ears. 

Q 
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Here was a ehanee that might never oeeur 
again. She little knew that respeeting the 
subject on whieh she desired to receive in- 
formation perhaps the person least qualified 
to give it was the one it most eoneerned, — 
namely, Lady Lake. '* I should have it on 
my eonseienee if I allowed you to walk home 
all that dreary way alone, on this winter 
afternoon," she went on with a playful air of 
authority. 

Not wishing to appear ungraeious, and 
little knowing the news that was soon to be 
Aashed on her, Audrey hesitated no longer. 
The footman stood by, holding the door 
open ; she jumped in, and a minute later the 
earriage was rolling swiftly along on the way 
to Pineeross. 

Lady Drummond lost no time in eoming 
to the point. 

** I notieed that you had a eompanion 
with you, just before I eame up," she said. 
" In fact I passed her on the road, near the 
Vicarage." 

**Yes, it was Barbara Rivers, a young 
sister of Mrs. Kings," said Audrey, a little 
astonished at Lady Drummond's sudden 
ehoiee of subject. 

" Oh, yes, I know her well. That is to say 
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rve had the pleasure of seeing her on one or 
two oeeasions/' said the elder lady, pursing 
up her lips in a slightly suggestive manner. 
"And an exceedingly disagreeable ehild I 
thought hen It is most good of you, dear Lady 
Lake, to eontinue to take any notiee of that 
family after the way they have treated you." 

Audrey looked at her inquiringly. 

" Yes, indeed, most good," eontinued Lady 
Drummond, eomplaeently. ** I assure you, 
every one has been saying how sweet and 
forgiving your nature must be. Aetually to 
have Mrs. King to stay in your house ! For 
my part, I am astonished at her audaeity in 
even daring to eome into the same neigh- 
bourhood." 

**But why shouldn't she.'*" said the be- 
wildered Audrey. ** Her husband has been 
very ill, it was only natural she should eome. 
And of eourse it was to Pineeross she eame, 
beeause Mr. King was there, — he is a friend 
of my husband's. I know — at least, I be- 
Iieve — there was some sort of disagree- 
ment — '' she stopped, eolouring. It was not 
for her to diseuss the King s private affairs 
with this inquisitive lady. Besides, when 
it eame to the point, what did she really know 
about them ? 
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** Oh, yes, I know there was some story 
got up to aeeount for Mrs. King's sudden 
disappearanee/' said Lady Drummond with a 
disagreeable smile of superior wisdom. " AU 
the same, dear Lady Lake, it is very for- 
giving of you, whichever way we look at 
it." 

** I really don't know what you mean," said 
Audrey, driven to desperation. *' What have 
/ to do with it ? Mrs. King has done no- 
thing to harm me, that I know of. I 
never saw her in my Iife until she eame to 
Pineeross a month ago." 

Lady Drummond stared at her. Was this 
really ignoranee, or a most perfect speeimen 
of aeting? In any ease it must not be 
allowed to pass unehallenged. 

" Ah, that is your sweet way of looking at 
it," she said with a moek sigh of admiration. 
* * To be sure the woman eould do you no 
harm — Sir Raymond s position is too iirmly 
established for that — but you eannot deny 
that she did her best. However, as you have 
eleeted to take no notiee of her attempts, and 
as they have been proved to be utterly base- 
less, perhaps you do right to pretend to 
ignore the matter. Only you really must 
allow me to repeat that it is very few people 



LADY DR UMMONUS D UTY. 245 



who would have aeted as you have done, in 
a very awkward and embarrassing position." 

Unsuspieious as she was, Audrey eould no 
longer refuse to take notiee of these hidden 
suggestions. Looking steadily at her eom* 
panion she said in a very grave and quiet 
voice, 

** I really do not understand what you 
mean, Lady Drummond. Would you kindly 
tell me exactly what Mrs. King has or has 
not done } *' 

It was now Lady Drummond's turn to feel 
a little uncomfortabIe. But she had gone 
too far to retreat. Besides, she had un- 
doubtedly a spiee of malieious satisfaction in 
startling this very eomposed young lady. 

" I am sure, my dear," she said, with an 
air of friendly patronage, "I should never 
have dreamt of mentioning the subject to you 
unless I had imagined that of eourse you 
knew all about it already. It is very un- 
pleasant to be the first to speak of sueh 
things. But how was I to know that you 
knew nothing about it, eonsidering that the 
whole neighbourhood has been diseussing the 
matter for the last two months ? " 

Whieh, to do Lady Drummond justice, 
was true. 
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'* Strange as it may seem to you, I am 
still absolutely at a loss as to what you are 
referring/' said Audrey. 

** Well, it's only this. Before you and Sii* 
Raymond eame home, Mr. and Mrs. King as 
mueh as gave it to be understood that they 
were the real owners of Pineeross.'* 

" Is that all ? How very ridieulous ! '* 
Audrey almost laughed, the idea was sa 
absurd. Then a sudden remembranee of her 
husband's frequent fits of abstraetion, and 
the general air of mystery that seemed to 
hang around the Kings eame to trouble her 
with a vague misgiving; 

** How very ridieulous ! *' she repeated, but 
this time with less assuranee in her tone. 
" Whatever eould have given rise to sueh a 
report } Why, Stephen King has known 
my husband's family all his Iife ; he would 
never have started sueh an idea, — the neigh- 
bourhood must have plenty of spare time on 
its hands to invent tales like that. Why, 
Stephen King was brought up and edueated 
by the Lakes — it would be sheer stupidity on 
his part to allow a report like that to get 
about. But very possibly, like myself, he 
and his wife would be the last people to 
hear it." 
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Lady Drummond eoughed evasively. 

" You have sueh a eharitable heart, dear 
Lady Lake \ But, as a matter of fact, you 
know, people in Mr. King's position often 
do take up absurd fancies, It seems he has 
some wild idea — (/ know nothing about it,. 
I am only repeating what other people say) — 
some wild idea that Sir Raymond's unele 
Wilfrid was married before he died. In 
whieh ease, if he left a son, the property 
should never have gone at all to Sir Ray- 
mond*s father.'* 

" I see," said Audrey, with instant pene- 
tration. *' And Mr. Stephen King elaims to 
be that son .^ " 

** Preeisely. But indeed, my dear Lady 
Lake, you mustn't let this trouble you. Of 
eourse, it will turn out to be nothing but 
a paek of stories. Most impertinent of the 
Kings, I eonsider it, ever to have allowed 
sueh a rumour to get abroad, and still more 
mischievous of people to eireulate it." Lady 
Drummond ended with quite an air of 
yirtuous indignation. . 

"Butwhatif the rumour should turn out 
to be true ? " said Audrey. 

"True?" 

"Yes. Suppose Stephen King is. really 
the son of Wilfrid Lake ? '* 
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" But, of eourse, he is not. The thing on 
the face of it is utterly absurd/* 

Lady Drummond was rapidly beeoming 
irritated. She had expected to ereate a 
sensation, — there would probably be on 
Audrey's part amazement, horror, indigna- 
tion, fear, possibly an appeal to her eom- 
panion for sympathy and support under this 
terrible information. What Lady Drummond 
did not expect was the absolute ealm and 
dignity of Audrey's manner. The girl was 
an enigma to her, — one moment she was like 
a ehild, all appealing graeiousness, — the next, 
she was like a perfect woman of the .world, 
serene, impenetrable, seIf-contained. On the 
present oeeasion she seemed for a moment 
almost obIivious of her eompanion. 

** How dreadful if it should be true ! " she 
murmured under her breath. 

" Dreadful indeed ! " eondoled Lady 
Drummond. " Too fearful to speak about ! 
But you will have our deepest sympathy^ 
dear Lady Lake, if sueh a melaneholy event 
should eome to pass. You must always 
remember, whatever happens, that Sir 
William and I are. your warm friends, and 
that the doors of Holmwood will be open 
to you/' 
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" Dreadful for Stephen King, I meant," 
said Audrey, turning her elear eyes full on 
the astonished lady. "Think what it must 
be to be kept out of one's inheritanee 
for years and years, and to live in a 
house a servant where one should be 
master ! " 

A frown swept over the suavity of Lady 
Drummond's face; she hastily drew baek 
the hand that had been stretehed out 
to give an eneouraging squeeze to Audrey's 
slender fingers. She was spared the diffi- 
eulty of speeeh, however, by the earriage's 
stopping before the lodge-gates of Pine- 
eross. 

Audrey gave a sigh of relief. 

" Here we are ! '* she announeed, with 
somewhat unneeessary cheerfulness. **You 
won't eome in ? No ? Then I am mueh 
obliged to you for kindly bringing me home. 
Good-bye, Lady Drummond." 

And in another moment the fur-robed 
figure was speeding up the avenue, the wind 
whistling through the sentinel pine-trees, 
and the light Aakes playing round her rosy 
eheeks and sealskin eap. 

**Well, of all fools — ^" eame a muttered 
exclamation from the earriage, but the rest of 



«5« 



GERALDINES HUSBAND. 



the sentenee was lost as the footman banged 
the door, and the impatient horses plunged 
forward. 




GHAPTER XIX. 

THE IRON GHEST. 

|ELL, I don't see what's to be 
done," said Geraldine. 

She threw down the note she 
was reading, whieh Barbara immediately 
pouneed upon. 

"What is it, Gherry?" 

" Lady Lake wants me to go and spend 
the day with her, Sir Rayniond and 
Stephen are away in London." 

" Well, why don't you go ? " 

" Beeause, I'ye already told you, my dear, 
that I don't intend to go again to Pineeross 
until — " 

" Well — until ? How mysterious you are 
to-day, Gherryl" said Barbara, with some 
impatienee. 

' " Until matters are on a very different 
footing from what they are now." 
■ " No, I daresay you don't eare to go> 
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Geraldine," said the younger girl, reflectively. 
** But I tell you what — there's no reason why 
/shouldn't go." 

*' You ? But you are not asked," said 
Geraldine, looking at her in some astonish- 
ment, Barbara, who was generally so shy 
with strangers, aetually to offer to go and 
pay yisits on her own aeeount ! 

" I know Tm not asked, but Lady Lake 
will be very glad to see me," said Barbara, 
with comfortable assuranee. " She told me 
so, the other day. ril go and explain why 
you are not able to go, Geraldine. It must 
be very dull for Lady Lake while her 
husband is away. I expect rU do very 
well instead of you, Gherry." 

" I haven*t a doubt of it," replied Geral- 
dine. " But all the same I should be glad to 
understand the meaning of this new freak, 
and this sudden affection for Pineeross.*' 

" Then you just won't, my lady," thought 
Barbara. But aloud she only laughed, and 
ran upstairs to get her hat and jacket on. 

Three days had passed sinee the afternoon 
when Lady Drummond had insisted on driv- 
ing Audrey home, and enlightened her as to 
sundry points with regard to loeal gossip, 
Sinee then the young Lady Lakehad gone 
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through eonsiderable perturbation of mind, 
although no hints of her mental trouble 
were allowed to disturb her outward serenity. 
As it happened she had had no ehanee of 
eonsulting with her husband on the subject, 
for during the last week Sir Raymond had 
been in London, and only this morning had 
written to say he was again detained. Not 
wishing to refer to the matter in letters, 
Audrey had hitherto been obliged to summon 
all her patienee to rest quietly, but when this 
fresh delay eame, unable to bear the sus- 
pense any longer, she determined to indulge 
in a little amateur detective work on her own 
aeeount. 

The first point to discover was how mueh 
or how little of Lady Drummond's narrative 
was true. To do this no better plan 
suggested itself than to invite Mrs. King 
to a eonsultation. No doubts as to Geral- 
dine s willingness to tell all she knew eame 
to trouble Audrey^s unsuspieious nature. Of 
eourse, Mrs. King, like herself, would be 
only eager to get at the truth of everything. 
So she wrote a pressing little note of invita- 
tion, with more than a hint in the baek 
ground with reference to important matters 
for diseussion. 
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She was aeeordingly somewhat disap- 
pointed when she saw advancing up the 
avenue, not Mrs. King, but her young sister, 
Barbara Rivers, Stephen*^ visitor of a few 
days ago, 

" Geraldine eouldn't eome," announeed this 
young lady, cheerfully, ^*so I thought Td 
better eome and tell you so." 

"Thank you, it was very kind of you. 
I hope Mrs. King is not ill .^" 

*' Oh, no, she s all right, only — " and there 
Barbara stopped, and reddened. 

** Well, it was very good of you to eome," 
said Audrey, pitying her confusion, and more 
convinced than before that there was some 
foundation for Lady Drummond's extra- 
ordinary statement. " I hope you need not 
hurry away again. Can you stop with me 
for a little ? *' 

" Oh, yes," answered Barbara, with artless 
delight ; and then Lady Lake's assumed 
eordiality gave plaee to a real desire to enter- 
tain her young visitor. 

** What would you like to do ? It is rather 
eold to go out, and besides, you have had a 
long walk already." 

Barbara reflected for a moment. 

" I think — rd like — to go and read in the 
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library," she deeided. with mueh delibera- 
tion. 

This would be a step in the right direetion, 
she thought, with Aushing eheeks. Oh, if 
only she might look through for herself those 
hidden stores of papers! In the old days 
when she had stayed at Pineeross all the 
drawers and eupboards in the library had 
been loeked. It was one of the few rooms 
in the house that still kept its old-fashioned 
furniture, Stephen having forbidden any alter- 
ations to be made in it when the rest of the 
plaee was done up. Geraldine and Barbara 
knew there were important family papers 
kept in the safe over the fire-place, but even 
Geraldine had never been eneouraged to 
show any interest in them. Now Barbara 
was all on fire to find the missing proofs that 
were to deeide the real ownership of Pine- 
eross. With youthful self-confidence she felt 
assured that if only she might be allowed to 
help in the seareh, she would soon make 
valuable discoveries. Had Audrey but 
known it, here was an ally eager to help her ; 
one, too, with a fund of eommon sense, and 
no small sagaeity. 

But all that Lady Lake saw was an awk- 
ward, rather shabbily-dressed ehild, with 
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shrewd brown eyes and somewhat unmanage- 
able arms and legs. She sighed a little to 
herseir, as she thought onee more of the 
wasted opportunity of having a quiet talk 
with Mrs. King, but it was not in her 
nature to be otherwise than kind to her 
young visitor. 

" Will you find yourself a book, dear } *' 
she said pleasantly. "And I shall be baek 
in a few minutes. There is a poor woman 
waiting to speak to me, in the kitehen." 

Left alone, Barbara took a hasty survey of 
her surroundings. Behind her was the door 
leading into the ante-room, by whieh they 
had entered; in front were two large 
windows, looking over flower-beds and 
meadows, to the inevitable belt of fir-trees ; 
the walls of the library were lined with book- 
shelves ; over the ehimney-pieee was a eup- 
board let into the wall, with a carved wooden 
door ; two large writing-tables with drawers 
reaehing to the floor filled the reeesses of the 
windows; a heavy iron ehest with a raised 
and embossed lid stood in one eorner of the 
room. 

This was the object whieh for the moment 
most attraeted Barbara's attention. 

** If I eould only see inside that ! " she 
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thought " No doubt it eontains heaps of 
treasures. If only I might raise the lid, and 
take a tiny, teeny look inside ! — I wonder if 
it is loeked." 

She listened. There was not a sound 
to be heard. Her supple little iingers 
elasped the edge of the lid — it yielded, and 
rose an ineh or two. 

Then very silently and gently she let it 
slide baek to its former position, and walked 
baek to her plaee on the hearth-rug. 

^* Barbara Rivers, I am ashamed of you ! " 
she said to herself with slow and deliberate 
seorn. ** You are a niee sort of person, you 
are, sneaking about in other people's houses, 
and poking into their private eoneerns. I 
wonder how you will look Lady Lake in the 
face when she eomes baek ? AII the same, I 
should like just to see inside that ehest ! '* she 
ended, with a sudden fall in her moral 
temperature. 

Then the door opened, and Audrey eame 
in. 

" I am so sorry to have to leave you in 
this rude fashion," she said. " But it's a, 
tiresome old woman from the village, who 
will pour out a long tale of eomplaints. I 
am going to give her some of my eharity 
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garments. A funny plaee to keep them in, 
isn't it ? " 

And she walked aeross the room, and 
raised the lid of the mysterious ehest, dis- 
elosing to view yarious neatly-arranged little 
piles of Aannel and ealieo. 

**You see, when my husband is working 
here in the Hbrary," she explained, begin- 
ning to sort out the eontents with quick, deft 
fingers, ** I like to sit with him, and I keep 
all my things tidily here together. No one 
would guess this was a work-box, would 
they ? " 

•*No, indeed," said Barbara, peering in 
euriously. ** I thought there would be sure 
to be something very romantie in it." 

" Romantie ? No, indeed. I don't think 
there's mueh romanee left now-a-days," said 
Lady Lake, absently. "Well, it's a great 
bother ; I ean t find what I want," she added, 
after a pause. 

One by one the artieles were removed, till 
they lay in a heap on the floor, and the 
empty glistening depths of the ehest were 
revealed, but still there was no traee of the 
missing garments. 

Barbara perehed herself on the edge of the 
ehest, and earelessly tapped the sides with 
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her Angers. Suddenly her roving gaze was 
arrested. 

*' Lady Lake/* she eried, hastily, "look 
here — do look here ! Doesn't it seem to you 
how very thiek the bottom of this ehest must 
be ! Look outside, it is quite a long way to 
the floor, — and then inside, — see, it is quite 
shallow I " 

Audrey put down the Aannel she was fold- 
ing, and eame and surveyed the ehest. 

'* Yes, you are right," she said. She took 
a pieee of tape, and measured the depth of 
the ehest inside and out There was a 
difference of quite six inehes. 

" This grows interesting," she said, and 
kneeling down she proeeeded to tap the iron 
lining. Barbara looked on with eager eyes, 
and the poor woman waiting in the kitehen 
was absolutely forgotten. 

Tap, tap, went nudrey, and from the sound 
that eame baek it was easily to be gathered 
that there was a hoUow spaee between the 
sham floor of the ehest, and the real floor. 
But for a while all their effbrts to discover 
the seeret spring were unsuccessfuL Then 
at last Barbara, running her fingers along the 
edge at the baek, beside the hinges ehaneed 
upon a little raised serew. Pressing this, a 
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elide was heard, and a portioti of the iron 
Aooring started from its position. . It was 
now easy to insert the blade of a penknife 
through the opening, and by this means to 
lift a seetion of the floor of the ehest. The 
part diselosed to view showed a very in* 
genious set of divided eompartments. What 
was more to the point was that every one of 
these eontained doeuments of some deserip- 
tion. 

Lady Lake and Barbara Rivers looked at 
eaeh other. The same thought was in the 
mind of both, but for a moment neither of 
them spoke. 

Then Barbaras girlish impatienee broke 
out impetuously, 

" Oh, Lady Lake, if it should be here ! 
Oh, do make haste — suppose we find it, 
after all ! " 

"Suppose what is here ?*' said Audrey. 

" Oh, you know — you know. The missing 
proof ! Yes, I know all about it — all about 
Stephen, and — and — oh, don*t let's waste any 
more time. Do be quick and look." 

She eould seareely keep from seizing the 
papers herself, and felt a mental fever of 
impatienee at Lady Lake's leisurely move- 
ments. 
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One by one, almost as if they burned her 
fingers, Audrey lifted the dusty little bundles 
froni their aneient restingplaee. Who had 
hidden them here, whether by aeeident or 
design, no one eould tell now. For the most 
part they seemed seareely worth sueh a 
seeure lodging, — old bills, preseriptions, re- 
eeipts, were mixed up with newspaper 
euttings, letters of all kinds, and legal- 
looking doeuments. Eaeh paeket was tied 
up and labelled, and Audrey putting down 
one after another, gave a sigh half of relief, ' 
half of disappointment, when there seemed 
no likelihood of their seareh being rewarded 
by any important discovery. 

But at last she eame upon a paeket 
slimmer and less erumpled-looking thanthe 
others, and this she did not lay aside. It 
bore an inseription " Letters from Joanna 
Starling to my Son Wilfrid." How it had got 
separated from the other letters whieh 
Stephen King had discovered months before. 
it was useless to conjecture. As a matter of 
fact the little paeket that now lay in Audrey's 
hand eontained the information whieh all the 
other family papers put together failed to 
supply. ' 

It eonsisted of thi*e6 letters, tied up with 
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a pieee of faded pink ribbon ; the paper 
was thin and eraekling, the ink yellow with 
age, and the handwriting irregular and un- 
eultured, but to Lady Lake at this moment 
the words she read were the most preeious 
she eould have hoped to see. 

For herein, duly set forth in Joanna's own 
handwriting, and addressed to her former 
admirer, Wilfrid Lake, were the undoubted 
statements, first, that she was **tired of 
waiting and waiting," and had eome to the 
eonelusion that they were very silly ever to 
think it was possible to get married, for Mr. 
Wilfrid*s friends would never, never eonsent 
to his throwing himself away on a poor girl 
like her, and it was no good to think of it ; — 
and, seeondly, that a eertain Mr. Benjamin 
King, a sailor, had appeared on the seene, 
and was anxious, — in short, she eouldn't 
really hold out against him any longer, and 
the best thing to do was for her and Mr. 
Wilfrid to forget all about eaeh other, — and 
she hoped Mn Wilfrid would forgive her and 
find a niee young lady, who would make him 
far happier than she ever eould. And so on, 
and so on, evidently leading up Wilfrid to the 
seeond letter, whieh eontained the simple 
announeement of her marrlage, in the eity 
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of York, to the said Benjamin King, 
seaman. 

The third letter, written some months later 
was in a very different strain. Her husband 
had gone to sea ; she eould get no tidings of 
his vessel; she had heard say that in 
London there were wonderful ways of find- 
ing out things. Gould Mr. Wilfrid Lake 
among his rieh and powerful friends find out 
if anything had been heard eoneerning the 
trading bark, " Queen of the South," that had 
sailed two months earlier with a mixed 
eargo, for Norway ? 

Lady Lake read eaeh letter to herself, and 
then handed it on without eomment to her 
eompanion. In the excitement of the 
moment she never debated whether or not 
to take Barbara into her confidence^ The 
ehild was evidently so thoroughly acquainted 
with all the matter at issue that it would 
have been eruel to keep her in unneeessary 
suspense. 

Barbara justified this confidence by no 
undue expressions of excitement. Goming 
to the end of the last letter, she folded it up, 
and looked with thoughtful eyes aeross the 
wintry landseape. 

*' Poor Geraldine ! " she said softly» 
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" Will it be a great disappointment ? " said 
Lady Lake. 

She waited with more anxiety than she 
would have eared to confess for Barbara^s 
answer, but when it eame it was re-assuring 
enough. 

The younger girl tossed baek her hair, 
and looked her questioner full in the eyes. . 

*' Disappointment ? No — not now. It 
would have been, onee on a time, but not 
now — honestly. Gherry will be glad for 
your sake. I know she will/' 

" But for her own sake, Barbara ? If she 
married Mr. King thinking, — well, thinking 
he was some one else — " 

** No, she never did that,*' said Barbara, 
hastily. " Stephen never really made out 
that he was anyone else. For myself, I 
don't think he was very straightforward, — 
and I don't think he was ever a serap equal 
to Owen — but it's no good thinking of 
that now. Gherry liked him, I suppose, and 
so she married him. I don't believe she 
minds now whether he is rieh or poor." 

Barbara spoke with no doubtfulness ; she 
was quite elear on one point. Geraldine 
would be rejoiced to have the matter settled 
one way or the other, and she firmly believed 
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that she would be most pleased to have it as 
it was. 

In this Barbara proved to be right. In the 
Arst flush of her remorse Geraldine was even 
glad that it was a poor and absolutely obseure 
husband that she eould weleome baek to the 
Httle eottage home. She would have been 
eontent to have remained on at Brookwood, 
in the shadow of her former greatness, but 
Stephen King had too many unpleasant 
assoeiations with Pineeross to eare to stop in 
the same neighbourhood. He seized the 
first opportunity to get work elsewhere, and 
threw up his appointment as manager of Sir 
Raymond Lake's estate. 

A very different life was Geraldine's from 
the one she had pietured in her eager girlhood. 
A small house in London — many a day and 
night of anxious thought — many a weary 
journey for tired feet — many an hour of work 
for tired hands. And yet through it all a 
sense of eontent and an indifference to the 
smaller worries of existence that she had 
never known even in her brief spell of 
prosperity at Pineeross. A failure of her 
Iife? Well, looking baek at her former 
visions, sometimes it almost seemed as if it 
were so. 
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" Poor Mrs. King!" said a eharitable 
neighbour. " How I do pity her. All those 
ehildren, and that disagreeable-Iooking hus- 
band, and never a moment to herself. Sueh 
a handsome girl as she was, too ! She might 
have done so mueh better for herself, if only 
she had been a little more eautious. Well, 
Tm quite determined that my Evangeline 
Mirabel shall not throw herself away as 
Geraldine Rivers has done." 

Whieh, perhaps, was the severest eensure 
that Geraldine need ever dread to receive. 
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